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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

“I’VE KNOWN RIVERS:” REPRESENTATIONS OF THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER IN
AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE AND CULTURE
My dissertation, titled “I’ve Known Rivers”: Representations of the Mississippi River in
African American Literature and Culture, uncovers the impact of the Mississippi River as
a powerful, recurring geographical feature in twentieth-century African American
literature that conveys the consequences of capitalist expansion on the individual and
communal lives of Black Americans. Recent scholarship on the Mississippi River
theorizes the relationship between capitalism, geography, and slavery. Walter Johnson’s
River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom, Sven Beckert’s
Empire of Cotton: A Global History, and Edward Baptist’s The Half Has Never Been
Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism examine how enslaved black labor
contributed to the expansion of capitalism in the nineteenth century, but little is known
about artistic representations of the Mississippi in the twentieth century. While scholars
point primarily to the Mississippi River’s impact on slavery in the nineteenth century,
I’ve Known Rivers reveals how black writers and artists capture the relationship between
slavery, capitalism, and the Mississippi River. I consider a wide variety of texts in this
study, from Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children and early 20th century Blues music,
to late 20th century novels such as Toni Morrison’s Sula. This broad array of
interdisciplinary texts illustrates a literary tradition in which the Mississippi’s
representation in twentieth-century African American literature serves as both a reflection
of the continuously changing economic landscape and a haunting reminder of slavery’s
aftermath through the cotton empire. Furthermore, I’ve Known Rivers demonstrates how
traumatic sites of slavery along the river are often reclaimed by black artists as source of
empowerment, thereby contributing a long overdue analysis of the Mississippi River in
African American literature as a potent symbol of racial progress.
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Culture, Slavery, Capitalism
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Chapter One – Introduction: The Mississippi River in African American Memory
In Slavery and Crime in Missouri, 1773-1865, Harriet C. Frazier provides a
firsthand account from Aaron S. Fry, who witnessed the suicide of a man sold “down the
river” into slavery. In an April 1835 journal entry, Fry wrote, “A negro man of Mr. Elies,
having been sold to go down the river, attempted first to cut off both of his legs, failing to
do that, cut his throat, did not entirely take his life, went a short distance and drowned
himself” (110). The scene is one of desperation; the man is willing to do anything,
willing to sacrifice his body, his own life to avoid being sold “down the river.” The
implication here, though, is that the man isn’t simply trying to escape slavery; he is trying
to escape the movement down the Mississippi River towards New Orleans, the biggest
slave trade hub in America. We see the desperation to escape being sold down river in
many first-hand accounts, testimonies, and images from this time. Take, for example,
“Slave Coffle, Virginia, 1839” which appears in James Buckingham’s The Slave States of

Figure 1.1. Caption: “Gang of Slaves journeying to be sold in a Southern Market”
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America. In the image we see a group of slaves—so many that they extend all the way
into the picture’s background where they are barely visible—being forced to cross a river.
The white drivers have their whips raised, indicating a constant barrage of violence used
as a tool to make them move all while being forced to carry loads on their heads and
backs. The river, and the movement of slaves across it, are the focal point of this picture.
Of this moment, Buckingham wrote, “They were chained together for precaution, rather
than punishment; because when accompanied by one or two white men… they might be
tempted to rise against them in any solitary part of the road, or, at the very least, escape
from them if they could” (552-553). Again, even in Buckingham’s words, we feel the
slaves’ desperation to break free. His description coupled with the visual representation
illustrates how rivers can be receptacles of trauma and carry it with them. If we take into
consideration the Mississippi River, one of the largest rivers in the US and the river that
fed into the largest slave hub in America, we must consider what its history means for
black Americans, as well as what types of feelings and memories are attached to it.
The presence of the Mississippi River in literature and art is not limited to the 19th
century; rather, it extends itself to the 20th and 21st century, and frequently appears as a
trope in African American literature. Langston Hughes’s poem “The Negro Speaks of
Rivers” is a shining example of the intricate range of affective connections black
Americans share with rivers. I am including the poem here its entirety:
I’ve known rivers:
I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood in human
veins.
My soul has grown deep like the rivers.
I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young.
2

I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep.
I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it.
I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans, and
I’ve seen
its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset.
I’ve known rivers:
Ancient, dusky rivers.
My soul has grown deep like the rivers.
When Hughes begins, “I’ve known rivers ancient as the world,” he locates both a
knowledge and a lasting historical memory in the rivers themselves. As he lists the rivers,
he establishes a transatlantic black geographical network that spans from Africa to the
US. The speaker of the poem maintains both an African and African American identity,
and like those rivers, carries the histories and experiences of both. The rivers here
become a physical site that connect us to our ancestors through that knowledge and
shared memory. Each site evokes a different feeling; the Congo provides comfort, while
the image of Abe Lincoln traveling down the Mississippi to New Orleans reminds us that
though slavery is over, other discriminatory practices emerged, and violent acts like
lynching never stopped. Despite these stark realties, the speaker remains optimistic and
even nostalgic in the description of watching the “muddy bosom turn all golden in the
sunset.” It is as though the seemingly old, wise speaker is simply sharing the knowledge,
the history, the experience of being black in America. The rivers are sites of violence,
resistance, and trauma, and yet they are also sites of redemption. Though Hughes’s poem
might remind us of the Mississippi’s haunting past, it also declares the Mississippi a
source of positivity and inspiration. The poem’s final line juxtaposes a collective soul,
representative of the African American community, and the rivers we’ve known. The
soul and the rivers are both lifelines, pumping sustenance into the communities they
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support, and yet both of these lifelines carry a long history in their veins, which we must
reckon with. “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” asks us to not only reckon with that history,
but to honor those rivers as we do so; it is an ode to the many rivers that have supported
black communities nationally and globally. An examination of Hughes’s poem and other
cultural artifacts from the 1800s to the present begs the question: If the Mississippi was
the lifeline of the American slave trade in the 1800s, what does it mean to us today? How
do we reconcile the history of oppression, trauma, and abuse that runs through the
Mississippi River with nostalgic feelings of place, belonging, and love? How do we make
sense of the contradictory feelings about the Mississippi and its surrounding landscape?
This dissertation sets out to answer these questions by examining representations of the
Mississippi River in some key African American literary and cultural texts from the 19th
century to today.
The history of America, and everything America is today, has been shaped by
slavery. The violence and forced labor of slavery, and the resulting economic growth, has
been woven into the very fabric of America. Rather than considering the institution of
slavery broadly, this dissertation pinpoints the Mississippi River specifically as the
primary site of suffering and trauma that black Americans experienced during slavery, as
it was a vehicle for expanding slavery, growing capitalism with the stolen labor of black
Americans, and laying the foundation of the global cotton market, which influenced
international trade and economics for years to come. With this long history in mind, I
argue that the Mississippi River should inform our understanding of black American
literature and culture, by constituting a single unit of analysis that produces a perspective
informed by slavery, capitalism, and the way those institutions intersect.

4

This project intends to do more than simple historicizing; rather, it is aimed at
understanding how the black community takes the history of slavery and capitalist
expansion with us, as shared intergenerational trauma that has been indelibly etched into
our collective consciousness. When the Mississippi River appears in black art and
literature, it is often an expression of that collective cultural trauma, in which black
Americans attempt to understand their place in a white supremacist, hegemonic society.
As Ron Eyerman explains in Cultural Trauma: Slavery and the Formation of African
American Identity, “Memory is collective in that it is super-individual, and individual
memory is conceived in relation to a group, be this geographical, positional, ideological,
political, or generationally based… Individual identity is said to be negotiated within this
collectively shared past” (6). Thus, individual and collective memory are not mutually
exclusive; rather, they are interrelated. Eyerman further argues that narratives about a
common or collective past are filtered through “cultural artifacts and other
materializations, which represent the past and present” (14). He explains, “blacks in the
United States were identified with and came to identify themselves through the memory
and representation of slavery” (14). Drawing from Eyerman’s methodology, I argue that
representations of the Mississippi River invoke the collective memories of slavery, the
violent nature of capitalism, and its destructive impact on the black community.
Moreover, this dissertation recognizes the many ways in which black writers and
artists express their individual experiences within this collective memory of the
Mississippi as they attempt to understand and/or confront their positionality. Such writers
and artists thus signify on the Mississippi in ways that imbue it with new meaning that is
empowering, honest, and most importantly, fundamentally black. It is, therefore,
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necessary to understand the history of the Mississippi river, and more specifically, its role
in expanding slavery as a way to expand capitalism, economic growth, and white wealth.
In considering individual expressions of collective memory, this project seeks to
dismantle the notion of the Mississippi River as a beacon of freedom, as seen in white
authored texts such as Mark Twain’s Life on the Mississippi or The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn. Instead, I focus on black authored texts which express the complicated
relationship with the massive geographical landmark that sold our ancestors “down river”
to be forced into slavery. Part of my goal in this project is to make clear that, for black
Americans, there is no one solitary understanding of the Mississippi River; different
artists and writers express different affective connections to the river and its surrounding
landscape. The Mississippi’s long, oppressive history both shapes and complicates such
affective ties. How does one idolize the river in the manner of Twain, when that same
river has historically been a vector for the enslavement and abuse of our ancestors? How
does one appreciate the wide, expansive nature of the Mississippi when its wide
expansiveness was the cause of a massive flood that disproportionately destroyed black
homes and farms? We see black writers and artists try to come to terms with these
complicated questions through their various representations of the Mississippi.
Considering such representations requires we confront the traditional literary
notion of the “pastoral,” in which the natural environment is considered a peaceful escape
from the city and the hardships of everyday life. For many black Americans, the natural
environment has represented danger; its violent history coupled with systemic racism,
and its disproportionately destructive impact on black neighborhoods, can make it harsh
and deadly. For black Americans, the danger inherent in the landscape complicates
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feelings of belonging and nostalgia for geographical places. I argue, therefore, that we
must consider what I call “the black pastoral” as an alternative to our traditional
understanding of the pastoral. The black pastoral further considers the lived experiences
or black Americans, which allows us to understand the complicated, sometimes
dangerous relationship between black Americans and the landscape.
In recent years, scholars have sought to further understand the relationship
between slavery and economics, and in particular, how slavery contributed to the
American economy as we know it today. Sven Beckert’s Empire of Cotton: A Global
History provides an overview of how the cotton empire shaped global capitalism. His
comprehensive study details the intricacies of cotton production during slavery and its
movement from the hands of enslaved workers in the south, throughout the U.S., and
across the Atlantic Ocean. In The Half has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of
American Capitalism, Edward Baptist situates the American slave trade within this global
cotton trade, as he outlines the systematic details of buying, selling, and transporting
slaves. Baptist argues that slavery, as an economic system, was responsible for both the
growth of American capitalism and white wealth in the United states. Walter Johnson’s
River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom focuses its attention
specifically on the Mississippi River’s role in shaping the economy. Johnson argues that,
because the Mississippi River was the primary method of transporting slaves and also
served as a way to transport cotton, it facilitated the rapid expansion of both capitalism
and slavery; as a result, the Mississippi River was thus crucial in the growth of the cotton
kingdom. Though fundamental to this project’s foundation, most of this scholarship is
primarily rooted in 19th century history. Thus, while such texts uncover significant
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historical details of the 18th and 19th century, they do not consider the lasting impact that
has stretched through the 20th century into modern day. Furthermore, these foundational
texts largely neglect to examine the impact on literature and cultural production. While
Thomas Ruys Smith’s River of Dreams: Imagining the Mississippi Before Mark Twain
examines literary representations of the Mississippi River during the 19th century, the
absence of African American literature in his analysis is glaring. I’ve Known Rivers
therefore seeks to fill the void in both historical and literary scholarship by providing a
view of the Mississippi River, white supremacy, slavery, and the representations thereof
that is distinctly focused on African American literature and the black American
experience.
My approach to understanding representations of the Mississippi takes into
consideration various cultural, political, and social artifacts inextricable from the river’s
history: books, records, art, and even tourist sites. With an emphasis on the Mississippi’s
history, I examine how artistic productions depicting the river carry larger political and
social implications. While the literary, artistic, and cultural representations of the
Mississippi River I examine are reflections of this history, they are also a way for black
Americans to signify on this history and make it their own. For example, images of
steamboats in 19th century texts, such as William Wells Brown’s Clotel or Eliza Potter’s
A Hairdressers Experiences in High Life, are not simply representative of transportation
during the historical moment. Rather, such images draw our attention to the realities of
slavery and the steamboat’s role in expanding the institution by transporting cotton and
human beings up and down the river. Similarly, references to the Mississippi that appear
in 20th century blues music tell us a great deal about black life, suffering, trauma, and
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historical events, such as the Mississippi River Flood of 1927. Thus, my dissertation is
grounded in archival research and the historical details that help us understand what such
representations mean, as well as how they fit into other contexts.
Due to the nature of my dissertation, I have limited my project in several ways.
First, the bulk of my analysis is limited to texts from the 20th century. Literary and artistic
representations of the Mississippi are vast, spanning from the 19th century to present day,
and it would have been nearly impossible to discuss them all. Thus, I have selected a
sampling of images, texts, and songs which lends nuance to the varied ways artists think
about, respond to, and signify on the river. Second, because my goal in writing this
dissertation is to illuminate the underdiscussed representations of the Mississippi River,
specifically those created by black artists, I do not discuss Mark Twain, Life on the
Mississippi, or The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn at length. I recognize that Twain is
the most prominent author to create images of and narratives about the Mississippi and
that he has offered many contributions to canonical American literature. However, this
dissertation seeks to highlight alternative narratives about the Mississippi River, those
which reckon with its violent past without white-washing it.
Chapter One of I’ve Known Rivers lays the groundwork for this dissertation by
presenting the relevant American history, particularly as it relates to the Mississippi’s
role in slavery, capitalism, and economic expansion, which I will reference in later
chapters. In this chapter, I explain how the Mississippi aided in the transportation of
cotton and slaves, and thereby caused the rapid increase in the sales of both. Furthermore,
Chapter One briefly examines 19th century representations of the Mississippi River as a
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way of understanding early perceptions of the Mississippi in both the black and white
communities.
Chapter Two, “Death by the Riverside: Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children
and the Mississippi Flood of 1927,” moves into the 20th century in order to address one of
the biggest natural disasters of all time, the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927. Using a
historicist lens, I analyze Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children and draw from
contemporaneous newspapers to understand how the flood impacted the black
community specifically. As demonstrated in the Mississippi’s long oppressive history, the
river can have deadly, life-threatening effects on the black community. However, this
chapter uncovers how such life-threatening effects, along with structural issues of
inequality and systemic racism (particularly in the Jim Crow South), are exacerbated
during times of natural disaster. I argue that the calculated structure of Uncle Tom’s
Children serves to highlight the Mississippi River as the apex of black experience, and
the collection as a whole suggests that, for black southerners, the natural environment is
just as harsh as the daily Jim Crow social environment. Wright’s short stories protest the
ways in which black humanity was undermined—or even considered disposable—
especially during the flood, and through his protagonists, he attempts to restore black
dignity.
Chapter Three, “‘High water everywhere’: The Mississippi River in 20th Century
Blues Music,” is devoted to understanding representations of the Mississippi in blues
music. I argue that, unlike the literary texts being analyzed here, the blues offers a very
literal interpretation of the Mississippi River at specific historical moments. In an effort
to move away from a timeless, standard blues, I pinpoint the historical details of early
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20th century blues songs that feature the Mississippi. I argue that such representations are
rooted in the contemporaneous material and social realities of the black community in the
early 20th century, and therefore, serve as the most accurate reflection of black affective
ties to the Mississippi.
While Chapter 2 is primarily concerned with the Mississippi’s national impact—
and destruction—chapter 4, “‘Shall we gather at the river?’: Folklore and Coping in Sula”
looks closely at individual relationships with the Mississippi and its tributaries in order to
consider how water, and the Mississippi specifically, is a receptacle of trauma that
characters interact with, confront, or avoid. As we see two characters expressing their
individual feelings about the river, Morrison’s integration of folktales, and specifically
black folklore, reminds us that their feelings are rooted in a collective trauma and
memory. While I focus primarily on Sula and Shadrack, I argue we can extrapolate this
analysis to consider the lived experiences of black Americans post-wartime and
understand how individual coping mechanisms interact with widespread cultural trauma.
The arc of my project moves from outlining the Mississippi’s violent history as a
root cause for cultural trauma to considering how it functions as a geographical landmark
that expresses black Americans’ complicated affective connections to the American
landscape. I do not wish to suggest that these affective connections are wholly negative.
Rather, they are markedly complicated in that they are individual; they fluctuate and
change as an expression of lived experience. While the long-lasting effects of slavery,
institutional racism, and intergenerational trauma can in some ways be homogenous, I
suggest that a more nuanced reading should allow for individual black expression rather
than a singular, generalized summary of the black experience. Thus, my four chapters
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attempt to carve out a space for individual expressions within our current understanding
of black cultural trauma and collective feelings about the Mississippi River.
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Chapter Two – A Brief History of the Mississippi River

In The Black Atlantic, Paul Gilroy expresses the importance of considering the
vast, expansive history of the Atlantic Ocean and the middle passage’s relationship to
slavery in discussions of African American literature and culture. Gilroy argues that
cultural historians should view the Atlantic as a “single, complex unit of analysis in their
discussions of the modern world and use it to produce an explicitly transnational and
intercultural perspective” (15). The history of the black Atlantic, Gilroy explains,
intersects with the movements of black people “not only as commodities but engaged in
various struggles towards emancipation, autonomy, and citizenship,” which thus provides
a new way to examine “problems of nationality, location, identity, and historical
memory” (16). Gilroy’s framework creates a method of study that transcends national
boundaries and bridges a gap between national and diasporic concepts of blackness. He
establishes the Atlantic as a cultural and political force that saturates black artistic
production and engages with its long transnational history. By requiring us to think about
black authors in a diasporic context, Gilroy directs us away from focusing on national
identity politics and towards a global understanding of modernity.
Gilroy describes the Atlantic as a historical site, associated with a range of
cultural, political, and social meanings. When it appears in literary and cultural
productions, it calls to mind global trade, the movement of black bodies on ships
traveling the middle passage, and the creation of a global slave market. For example, in
Martin Delaney’s Blake, the protagonist travels across the Atlantic from west to east,
depicting the middle passage in reverse. Delaney incorporates the topography of the
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black Atlantic world, and as one the earliest literary representations of the middle
passage, the Atlantic helps its protagonist build a transnational radical resistance. The
version of black solidarity exhibited in Blake “is explicitly anti-ethnic and opposes
narrow African-American exceptionalism in the name of a truly pan-African, diaspora
sensibility” (Gilroy 27). The black Atlantic, therefore, offers the possibility of
considering literature in a larger historical scope that entails a “webbed network, between
the local and global,” that challenges ethnic particularity (Gilroy 29). Additionally,
Gilroy argues that both ships and music occupy a symbolic and political place in the
novel (27). In Blake, this presents commentary on trans-Atlanticism and double
consciousness. However, such symbols in Blake and other novels force the audience to
confront the violent history of the Atlantic and its social and political implications.
Like the Atlantic’s expansive history, the Mississippi River should inform our
understanding of black American literature and culture by constituting a single unit of
analysis that produces a perspective informed by slavery, capitalism, and the way those
institutions intersect. In that sense, the Mississippi is the Western Atlantic.1 Though it is
certainly representative of nationalistic, American issues, such as the lasting legacies of
slavery, it is also the foundation of the global cotton market, which influenced
international trade and economics for years to come. The Mississippi, therefore,
encompasses the local, national, and international relationships that often appear,
implicitly or explicitly, in a multitude of black artistic productions. By considering the
Mississippi the Western Atlantic, we can understand its cultural and political force. The

1

I’ve included a map of the Mississippi River and all its tributaries below in order to illustrate its
expansiveness. The visual representation allows us to see how its vast reach would have made it easy to
transport commodities and humans up and down the river, as well as to ports for transnational shipping.
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Mississippi, like the Atlantic, played an instrumental role in the slave trade; the river was
fundamental in shaping the United States economy and growing empire. In order to

Figure 2.1. The Mississippi River and its Tributaries

understand the vast political, social, and cultural impact of the Mississippi, we must first
review the long history of the river in the Unites States. Doing so will highlight its role in
American capitalism, global expansion, and slavery, and it will allow us to better grasp
the affective connections attached to the Mississippi River, as well as the ways that black
artists and writers signify on its history. I’ve structured this chapter around different
aspects of the Mississippi’s history in order to provide an overview of the river’s role in
American society.

The Mississippi River and the Original American Dream
Dreams of empire and capitalist expansion saturated American ideology as early
as the the nation’s founding. Public figures such as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison,
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and Andrew Jackson vocalized their strong beliefs in “liberty” and “freedom” as tenets of
American life and democracy. However, these strong beliefs were also the driving force
behind the use of slave labor to build the nation. These public figures avidly pursued the
economic development of the United States, and the American South in particular, at the
expense of African and African American people. Even in the early stages of this
development, many set their sights on building an empire. When Jefferson advocated for
liberty, he did so with a capitalist, individualistic mindset.2 For Jefferson, like many of
his contemporaries, these concepts were deeply intertwined. In an 1809 letter to James
Madison, Jefferson writes, “We should have such an empire for liberty as she has never
surveyed since the creation: & I am persuaded no constitution was ever before so well
calculated as ours for extensive empire & self government.”3 Here, Jefferson’s foremost
concern is the potential for empire and its ability to thrive under the US Constitution.
However, we must acknowledge such ideologies in their historic, social, and economic
context. At the time of his writing, Jefferson and many others were pursuing their dreams
of empire in a nation where slavery was both legal and starting to expand. For Jefferson,
the Constitution was “so well calculated” because it justified the stolen labor that was
instrumental in achieving the liberty he desired.
In the late 18th century, Madison predicted that the United States would grow into
a major cotton growing country, while Washington argued that cotton would be “of
almost infinite consequence of the prosperity of the United States.” To accommodate the

2

My use of the term individualism refers to the political philosophy, popularized by Herbert Spencer and
still common today, which promotes an ideology of individual liberty vital to laissez-faire capitalism.
3
James Morton Smith compiled the surviving epistle correspondences between Madison and Jefferson in
Republic of Letters: The Correspondence between Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. The threevolume set contains letters dated from 1776-1826.
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desire to participate in a global economic system, new land was being bought and
explored. The Mississippi was a crucial part of the design. As early as 1784, Madison set
his sights on gaining economic control of the Mississippi River and using it as a starting
point for Western exploration. In a letter to Jefferson, Madison urged him to consider the
local and national importance of controlling the Mississippi. Comparing the Mississippi
to other European rivers, such as the Rhine and the Elbe, Madison claimed “the
Mississippi is probably the strongest in the world” and concluded that American
development would depend on its use. Controlling the land around the Mississippi,
Madison argued, would increase “all the productions of the American soil required by
Europe.” He implored Jefferson to consider the ramifications of losing control of the
Mississippi: “Reverse the case by supposing the Mississippi denied to us and the
consequence is that many of our supernumerary hands who in the former case would be
husbandmen on the waters of the Mississippi will on the latter supposition be
manufacturers on those of the Atlantic.”4 Madison considered the Mississippi River as a
potential source of economic development that would aid the prosperity of the United
States. His early calls to control the river would prove fruitful later on, as the Mississippi
became a primary source for economic expansion, and the cities surrounding it developed
quickly and thrived.
Jefferson took Madison’s word and, soon after, secured access to the Mississippi
and important surrounding territory. In 1803, Jefferson sent a delegation to France to
negotiate the purchase of New Orleans. The Louisiana Purchase secured a way to easily

4

In this particular letter, written August 20, 1784, Madison’s details five reasons to establish economic and
political control over the Mississippi, one of which is to “make New Orleans one of the most flourishing
emporiums in the world” (Morton Smith 338-341).
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move agricultural goods from all parts of the Mississippi Delta, effectively paving the
way for the development of a cotton empire. The Louisiana Purchase was the one of the
first steps towards economic progress, because it established control over New Orleans,
and “the goods coming into and out of this river system went past New Orleans, holding
onto that city became the capstone of any grand plan of conquest” (Pabis 48). For slave
owners, capitalists, and entrepreneurs, the Louisiana Purchase represented new
possibilities for acquiring and building wealth. It opened up more land for agriculture,
secured what would be one of the largest shipping ports and trading hubs, offered direct
access to the Mississippi River from New Orleans. Of course, enslaved workers would be
responsible for the majority of the labor to build the empire of Jefferson’s dreams.
Jefferson’s individualistic, white nationalist mindset was the driving force behind
much American development and the expansion of slavery. Andrew Jackson shared this
individualistic mindset as he effectively eradicated all people of color in the southern
United States and rapidly claimed the Delta as territory ripe for slavery-based economic
development. The individualist ideology framing American economic growth and
prosperity made it easy to justify Jackson’s crusade to take land and displace populations.
Beginning in the early 19th century and continuing through his presidency, Andrew
Jackson led the charge in removing entire populations and claiming the land. The federal
government signed treaties with various Native American populations that targeted
specific parts of the South and secured millions of acres of land for cotton cultivation
(Baptist, Beckert).5 By the time he was done with his conquest and mass genocide
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Sven Beckert details the total amount of land the U.S. won in each battle and treaty. However, the Battle
of New Orleans was perhaps most significant, as “represented a landmark victory in the Americanization of
the Mississippi Valley” (Johnson 28).
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Jackson had added over 100 million acres to the United States’ public domain (Baptist
70). The territory he secured went on to become plantations and cotton fields, where
enslaved black workers labored for free and suffered years of psychological and physical
abuse. While the Mississippi was hailed as the source of American wealth and prosperity,
it also carried with the violence that was fundamental to economic expansion. Thomas
Ruys Smith refers to the Mississippi River as “fiercely Jacksonian” in its “particular
brands of masculinity, violence, noise, sentiment, and humor” (46). The individualist
sentiments that led to the exploration and conquest of the Mississippi Delta—and its
surrounding territories—inevitably influenced the perception of the Mississippi River and
what it meant to white American culture. With the economic individualist justification,
white wealth grew exponentially, capitalism expanded, and an empire was built on the
backs of Africans, African Americans, and Native Americans.
As white wealth grew, so too did the involvement of banks in the institution of
slavery; as cotton planters and slave owners moved from the upper south to the lower
Mississippi Delta to develop the land, new banks and businesses expanded to
accommodate the massive influx of people to the area. Whiteness almost wiped out class
distinction, as capital, credit, and wealth were equally accessible to all white males. As
the white population increased, the number of banks increased, as did the size of credit
and commerce, turning the Delta into the nation’s fastest growing economic region. This
was a period of “flush times,” when the South developed quickly. Between 1830 and
1836, nearly 75,000 white people moved to Mississippi, doubling the population
(Rothman 4-5). The sharp increase in white constituents created the necessary market and
demand for more banks and loans. This time period marked a turning point in which the
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banking industry and the institution of slavery became intertwined. Their synergistic
relationship laid the foundation for the American economy. As capital came pouring into
Mississippi, the number of banks grew from one in 1829 to thirteen in 1837; the
collective volume of loans increased from one million to over fifteen million (Rothman).
Because Mississippi regularly produced the most cotton of any state, and because the
borrowers were white men, there was no question as to whether or not their debts could
be paid back. The amount of cotton produced in Mississippi rapidly increased during
these years, and this also contributed to the lack of doubt about whether debts would be
repaid. In 1834, Mississippians produced 85 million pounds of cotton (which was more
than eight times the amount just fifteen years earlier); in 1836, they produced more than
125 million pounds of cotton; and by 1839 Mississippians brought nearly 200 million
pounds of cotton to market, which was almost a quarter of America’s cotton and more
than any other state in the nation (Rothman 4-5). White wealth was therefore dependent
on the sale and use of black Americans. “If cotton was the engine driving the
development of American capitalism before the Civil War,” Johnson rightly points out,
“the enslaved were the fuel consumed to make that development possible” (10). As both
cotton and slave sales were rapidly increasing, credit was readily available to any white
person who desired to participate in this newly growing economic market. “Credit is
plenty,” writes James Davidson in his 1836 diary, “and he who has no money can do as
much business as he who has” (Rothman 5). Due to the high demand for cotton, banks in
the south felt certain that white Americans would be able to pay off debts, and thus they
issued more loans. “Alabama Fever” spread, perpetuating the idea that “every white
person who could get frontier land and put enslaved people to work making cotton would

20

inevitably become rich.”6 Because of this, even poor whites came to be more highly
regarded than black Americans, and social stratification in the South was thus determined
along racial lines.7

Slavery and the American Economy
Enslaved black Americans were both the commodities and work force fueling the
Southern economy, and their “value” depended on their production and labor. As cotton
production increased, the Southern economy soared, and enslaved black workers became
more valuable. The goods bought, sold, and transported through cities along the
Mississippi included flour, corn, cattle, hogs, horses, whiskey, and of course, thousands
of bales of cotton. Slaves stood alongside those items to be traded like any other goods on
the levee. Like any other commodity, their value increased with the rise of steamboat
technology. From 1820-1829, the estimated value of slaves sold in the interstate slave
trade was $57,381,000. This increased from 1830-1839, with an estimated $143,298,000
spent in the interstate slave trade.8 “Without land and slaves, there was no credit,”
Johnson explains, “and without slaves, land itself was valueless” (87). To increase white
wealth and maintain white social status, more enslaved workers had to be enslaved
workers had to be bought and sold; the staggering number of slaves in the south reflects
this. In 1800, there were about 100,000 slaves in present-day Mississippi and Louisiana;
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Edward Baptist cites Virginia-born migrant John Campbell as an example of someone who suffered from
“Alabama Fever.” Campbell writes, “There has not been a single… person settling in this country who has
anything of a capital who has not become wealthy in a few years” (93).
7
Twain satirizes this idea in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and through Pap’s character,
demonstrates how foolish it is. Pap, a poor drunkard who abandons and beats his son, is juxtaposed with
Jim, an enslaved black man who serves as a more genuine father figure for Huck.
8
By comparison, $3,292,630 was spent on steamboats between 1820-1829 (17:1 ratio). This discrepancy
increases during the years of 1830-1839, with only $6,332,040 spent on steamboats, at a 23:1 ratio.

21

in 1840, more than 250,000, and in 1860, more than 750,000 (Johnson 32). Along almost
every inch of riverbank was a plantation, many of which were producing cotton (see
Figures 2.2 and 2.3).9 The rapid increase in enslaved black Americans coincided with the
advancing steamboat technology and the rise of the cotton kingdom, and it was their
labor that transformed the individualist dreams of the late 18th century into the reality of
the Cotton Empire.

Fig. 2.2: 1858, Map of the Lower Mississippi River which shows plantations bordering the river from
Natchez to New Orleans. Types plantations are color coded: pink and blue represent cotton plantations.
Fig. 2.3: Corner of map which has been cropped to illustrate the amount of cotton plantations along the
river in Mississippi.

Slaves were considered investments, not just because of the profit from their
labor, but also because they embodied their white owner’s savings. In the antebellum
period, a majority of collateralized loans—particularly in Louisiana—involved mortgages
on human beings. In the city of New Orleans alone, there were at least 52 discrete sites

9

The Historic New Orleans Collection holds a copy of this map. I located a digital version in the David
Rumsey Historical Map Collection.
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where humans were being sold on a large scale, all of which were close to the Mississippi
riverbanks. The map below features red pinpoints on the known locations where people
were being bought and sold.10

Figure 2.4: Map of New Orleans Slave Market

Interestingly, and not coincidentally, the sites with the largest amount of activity were in
the city’s banking district. Not only was the bank’s involvement legal, but it was useful in
allowing slave owners pay debts and build wealth. Johnson further clarifies that such
mortgages on human beings made it easy to control and move slaves:
The mobility and salability of slaves—the fact that there was a ready spot-market
in human beings on the steps of every courthouse in the Mississippi Valley, that
slaves could be moved from place to place to cover constant debts, and that their
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This image, courtesy of The Historic New Orleans Collection, was created by researchers using city
directories, property records, newspapers, advertisements, historic maps, and an 1854 merchant census.
Though many locations were identified, it is likely that there were even more scattered throughout the city.
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families and communities could be broken down into small lots to back specific
transactions in a way that land could not—rendered them the most liquid form of
capital in the Mississippi Valley. (Johnson 279)
Slavery in the American South entailed layers of objectification, forced on the black
body: slaves were purchased as commodities, while also representing their owner’s
capital, and being forced to labor for free. As a “liquid form” of capital, the value of
slaves reflected the fluidity of white wealth in a growing global market. However, it was
not their monetary value alone that transcended the Delta: “The daily standard of measure
to which the slaves in the Mississippi Valley were held marked the conceptual reach of
the global economy in the first half of the nineteenth century: lashes into labor into bales
into dollars into pounds sterling” (Johnson 244). Though the American South was the
nucleus of the global network that eventually became a cotton empire, enslaved African
Americans made its sustained growth possible.
The increase in slaves opened up a new market in the South, and businesses
emerged with the sole responsibility to transport enslaved black Americans to different
places so they could be bought and sold with a larger profit. The growing industry
provided ways for more people to get involved in the slave trade; it created new jobs and
helped increase the wealth of everyone involved, from the business owners to the
workers. For example, the potential profits in transporting black Americans as
commodities to different markets led to the creation of businesses such as Peyton Mason
and Company, whose sole responsibility was to move enslaved workers to a place where
they could be sold at a high price. In the Antebellum period, it seemed that the
Mississippi was replacing the Atlantic as the most significant place for buying, selling,
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and transporting slaves. Peyton Mason and Company recognized the Mississippi’s
growing economic importance, and “took advantage of a slave market that faced the
North American interior rather than the seaboard and Atlantic markets” (Schermerhorn
12). Transportation companies adjusted their businesses to meet the need of the southern
slave market, and the geography of the Delta played a crucial role in determining those
adjustments. Peyton Mason and Company ultimately realized that as they traveled nearer
to the Mississippi River, their enslaved property increased in value by about 1.5 percent
daily. For example, enslaved workers sold for about twice as much in Natchez,
Mississippi as in Petersburg, Virginia (Schermerhorn 12). Businesses like Peyton Mason
and Company Mississippi gradually turned their attention away from the Atlantic and
towards the Mississippi River as a source of potential profit.
Companies created to support the institution of slavery, such as Peyton and
Mason, were common. In fact, slavery’s expansion opened up a variety of new markets,
leading to the creation of new career paths for white southerners of every class. For
example, professional slave speculators, such as Austin Woolfolk of Baltimore, traveled
the states to buy enslaved black Americans at a standard rate, and then sell them at a
higher price. This became a lucrative and pervasive business, as Woolfolk “set up
branches of his firm in both selling and buying areas, allowing his trading activities to run
more or less continuously” and even circulated advertisements to create brand
recognition (Baptist 179). Similarly, the increased economic expansion resulted in new
careers for middlemen buying and selling cotton. Vincent Nolte is perhaps the most
significant of these. Backed by the Bank of England and eventually London commercial
bank Baring Brothers, Nolte “built a circuit of cotton and capital between the Old World
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and the New” (Baptist 85).11 He quickly accumulated massive amounts of cotton, and by
1819 he was buying 20,000 to 40,000 bales per year, which was roughly 4 to 8 percent of
US exports (Baptist 85).
In many ways, the Mississippi River was one of the only consistent resources in a
changing economic landscape. White southerners, slave owners, businessmen,
entrepreneurs, and everyone involved in the slave trade were dependent on the river. The
Mississippi, therefore, began to acquire its own meanings. Though these meanings
differed greatly for white and black Americans, the Mississippi was nonetheless tied to its
history in capitalism and slavery forever.

Steamboat Technology and Capitalist Expansion
With the developing technology in the 19th century, the cotton empire continued
to expand, the Mississippi River’s significance continued to increase, and the labor of
enslaved black workers continued to fuel capitalist growth. Stretching from Minnesota to
the Gulf of Mexico, the Mississippi and its tributaries connected the cities across the
United States. As steamboat technology advanced, the river proved crucial in exporting,
importing, and transporting goods. Because steamboats made it possible to ship goods up
the river effectively and expeditiously to new cities that were otherwise difficult to reach,
they changed commerce routes and patterns. Before steamboats, the economy of the
Mississippi Valley depended on the downward flow of the river’s drainage. As steam
power improved, travel times got shorter and shorter, which increased profitability. With
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Baring Brothers was a financial powerhouse with a consistently global reach. They financed the
Louisiana Purchase and later convinced American and British negotiators to sign the Treaty of Ghent in
1814 (Baptist 85).
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steamboat technology, trips from New Orleans to other popular trading hubs, such as
Natchez and Louisville, decreased by days. For example, a trip from New Orleans to
Louisville (1,440 miles) took about 25 days in 1815. By 1853, it took only four days
(Johnson 104-105). “By overcoming the commercial friction represented by the river’s
downward current,” Johnson explains, “steamboats had transformed the commercial
geography of the Mississippi Valley: they made it possible for capital and labor invested
in agricultural production to be repaid in an equal measure of consumption. Steamboats
made it possible to turn a bale of cotton floated down the river into a piano on the way
up” (79). The ease of transportation increased wealth and eventually spread it across the
U.S. and overseas, tying the land on the Mississippi to the larger US and international
economies.
As a result of the thriving river commerce between 1790 and 1860, America’s
cotton exports increased from almost nothing to two-thirds of the world’s raw cotton
supply. Cities in the Mississippi Delta—and especially those along the river—were
responsible for the majority of that cotton supply. 40% (of the two-thirds) came from
New Orleans and Mobile alone (Johnson 150). The hub of commerce, New Orleans,
exemplified this rapid development. In 1816, when steamboats were just beginning to be
used, they carried 37,000 bales to New Orleans. In a mere six years, that number climbed
to 161,000; by 1830, it was 428,000, and it eventually reached 923,000 by 1840
(Gudmestad 144). Cotton wasn’t the only crop affected by the steamboat trade. As
steamboat technology improved, the demand for sugar and tobacco increased, and
plantations in the South forced enslaved black workers to fulfill that need.
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The docks of New Orleans showcased the web of trade that connected the South,
and particularly the Mississippi Valley, with the rest of the world, as they facilitated the
flow of capital into the Delta. In 1813, twenty-one steamboats, carrying around 70,000
tons of freight, arrived in New Orleans. By 1820, 198 steamboats arrived in New Orleans
carrying almost 100,000 tons of freight, valued at almost $12 million. The comparable
figures in 1840, “were over 1,500 steamboats and a half-million tons of freight, worth
almost $50 million. In 1860: more than 3,500 boats, two million tons, almost $2 billion”
(Johnson 256). Steamboat growth and movement provided a rapid injection into the local,
national, and global economies. While cotton was being shipped up the river and
distributed across the U.S. and overseas, only about 15% of Southern cotton was sold to
domestic manufacturers. Some of the remaining 85% was shipped directly from New
Orleans to Liverpool, but the majority of it first went to New York only to be inspected,
repackaged, and then re-shipped.12 Therefore, the economic prosperity of the South was
literally and figuratively flowing into the Northern economy, contributing to its continued
growth and development.
Steamboats also facilitated the expansion of slavery. The Mississippi Delta
became prime real estate for economic expansion, and the white, wealth population in the
South capitalized on the opportunity. The increasing traffic on the Mississippi not only
brought more money to the area, it also brought more people to the South, and
particularly those looking to profit from slavery. The continued flow of capital into the
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Walter Johnson expands on this process in River of Dark Dreams. He points out that, because of the
strange, convoluted shipping process, it was almost impossible for Southern economists to determine the
exact value of cotton that reached Europe by way of New York, particularly in the years 1830-1860 (257).
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South fueled the expansion of slavery in an effort to increase production, and in turn, the
wealth of white southerners.
Slaves were being taken down the Mississippi on flatboats as early as 1787, but
once steamboats replaced flatboats, it became common to march slaves to river ports and
ship them to a larger trading center in the Deep South. In Slavery and the Commerce
Power, David L. Lightener explains that this was more cost effective, and for some
entrepreneurs, it was profitable:
By the mid-1820s the great Maryland trader Austin Woolfolk was commissioning
coastal vessels to carry hundreds of slaves annually from Baltimore to that same
destination... At their zenith in the mid-1830s, Franklin and Armfield not only
sent a huge annual coffle overland, they also operated their own packet line of
three ships, which carried slaves down the Atlantic coast and around Florida to
New Orleans, then returned laden with lucrative cargoes of cotton and sugar (10).
The growing use and effectiveness of steamboat transportation led more white
businessmen to invest in their own steamboats, and it became the quickest way to
transport both goods and slaves.
Steamboat owners varied in class and social status; storeowners and merchants
often purchased steamboats, as did southern entrepreneurs, and it was common for men
to invest as a group. Joint purchases among business partners were especially popular for
store-owners and entrepreneurs in smaller towns along the Mississippi and its tributaries
because it allowed them to control costs and ensure supply (Gudmestad 25-26). Working
in conjunction with the demand for cotton and labor, white workers and entrepreneurs
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utilized the technological advancements as another opportunity in a growing, white
economy.

The Mississippi River and White Public Opinion
White public opinion of the Mississippi River represents another layer of
interconnectedness between the river, slavery, and economic development. An 1815
poem in The Daily National Intelligencer sums up the white American perception of the
Mississippi. The author, listed only as “P.,” writes,
Like the proud Thames, that in poetic strains
Has radical majestic through his tower-built plains,
To Mississippi’s nobler flood resign
The princely sway and dignity divine.
Let Nile or Ganges now no more require
The glowing pencil or poet’s lyre.
The author emphasizes the Mississippi’s regal status, arguing that is now more worthy of
admiration than the Nile or Ganges. To white Americans in the 19th century, the
Mississippi River was majestic and awe-inspiring, a symbol of national greatness. This
was no doubt due in part to its overwhelming size and astounding geographical reach, but
it was also due to its connection with economic expansion. The Mississippi developed a
new cultural significance for white Americans, serving as “both a symbol of the frontier
and the West, and a breeding ground for national icons who came to be seen as the potent
representative of the American Spirit” (Ruys Smith 45). It became a source of inspiration
for literature, paintings, and panoramas, which often depicted steamboats to symbolize
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prosperity and trade (Ruys Smith 125). For white Americans, the Mississippi represented
economic growth and industry.
The Mississippi’s growing prestige eventually increased tourism on and around
the river; traveling the river was an indicator of status and cultural capital. Although
tourism was not necessarily dependent on black labor, it required that tourists overlook
the evils of slavery. The tourism industry on the Mississippi River took off, and by 1841,
“tourism along the river was burgeoning; travel narratives, many by women tourists, had
already begun to circulate defining representations of the Mississippi to a wide audience;
soon, canonical sights and established itineraries would intercede and dilute the
relationship between the tourist and the river” (Ruys Smith 79-80). Tourists traveled from
Europe to take a “Grand Tour excursion” of the Mississippi to see the American
landscape and embark on a journey of self-discovery. Some of the most popular tourist
accounts on the Mississippi include female writers, such as Margaret Hall, Frances
Trollope, and Harriet Martineau, who attempt to depict their individual struggles on the
river as a reflection of larger cultural processes (Smith 86-88). In each case, the women
came to different conclusions about the Mississippi. Hall’s focus was aesthetic, and for
her, the Mississippi’s beauty outweighed its negative implications. Even when she
realized that “the nice fine fields are the result of slave labor,” she was more concerned
that such awareness robbed the viewer of the “enjoyment in seeing them” (Smith 22-23).
Trollope found the Mississippi’s “unwholesome banks” unappealing and the company on
the steamboat “loathsome.” For Martineau, the Mississippi was a “perfect symbol of her
American experience” because it “offered the possibility of transformation, the promise
of the new, and a very different empathy with the landscape” (Smith 27-29). In each case,
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the women willingly neglect the realities of slavery as they traveled through the
landscape. Travel tours, thus, rarely resulted in social action or protest; instead they
produced travel accounts, fictional and nonfictional, of the Mississippi River, causing
readers to experience the river textually and ignore its real-life consequences. The
publication of such travel accounts led to an increase in tourism and writing about the
Mississippi that solidified its majestic status. Tourism on the Mississippi had thus
become another exploitative industry complicit in slavery.
The nature of tourism on the Mississippi evolved in later antebellum years. Public
opinion was less informed by European travel accounts, and more influenced by the
paraphernalia of tourism, which “attempted to make [the Mississippi] more
conventionally and more generally amenable to the demands of pleasure seekers” (Smith
105). A majority of this paraphernalia consisted of travel guides aimed at making the
Mississippi enticing for tourists and non-tourists alike. For example, Conclin’s New River
Guide (1850) was marketed to steamboat tourists who wanted to know the history of the
locales they were passing through on the river, while Daniel Curtis’s Western Portraiture
and Emigrant Guide (1852) targeted those who wished to travel in the steamboat cabins.
In contrast, Lloyd’s Steamboat Directory and Disasters on the Western Waters (1856)
was dedicated to providing a history of steam navigation, steamboat lists, steamboat
accidents, and charts of the river (Smith 105). The increase in widely marketed river
guides signaled a move from singular travel narratives to the widespread popularity of
river adventure tourism. The New York Times referred to the Upper Mississippi as “a
route for fashionable summer travel,” and the New York Tribune confirmed this sentiment
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(Smith 106). Despite the evolution of tourism throughout the 19th century, traveling the
Mississippi became remained an indicator of social status.

The Mississippi River and Black Public Opinion
Ira Berlin refers to the antebellum internal slave trade as a “second middle
passage,” and Thomas Buchanan argues that this assessment “accurately conveys slaves’
experience on steamboats” (86). This is true in that, like the Atlantic, the Mississippi’s
power exceeded the confines of the United States and it affected much more than the
immediate geographic regions surrounding it. Black public opinion of the Mississippi
River in the 19th century was complicated. If the Mississippi symbolized the potential of
freedom and escape to the North, it also carried people downstream to be sold as slaves.
The geographic boundaries of the Mississippi and its tributaries formed the line between
life and death. One could cross the Ohio into freedom, or one could be shipped “down the
river” to the biggest auction block in the country. Because of this, many slaves had
complex affective connections to Mississippi River and the land surrounding it. Although
enslaved black Americans experienced years of violence, abuse, and forced labor on the
land, they also established families and traditions on the same land. Thus, the objective
realities of slavery were complicated by the subjective lived experiences of black
Americans, especially as it relates to the Mississippi River.
Enslavement was not just an economic and legal condition; it was also material
and spatial. Slaves had to work on the land and with the land. Enslaved people knew the
land in a way that slaveholders did not, and slaveholders often depended on slaves’
knowledge of it. Because their forced labor required enslaved people spent an excessive
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amount of time on the land, Johnson notes, they were “privy to a landscape only partially
accessible to their owners” (229). Thus many geographical features acquired a sort of
personal meaning for them. The vast knowledge of the landscape and waterways could
aid in escape, as runaway slaves typically ran to swamps or cleared edges of fields. These
patterns appear in a variety of first-hand accounts from the nineteenth century: “Narrative
after narrative registers similar reversals of the parameters of the landscape of
enslavement. Slaves camped in forests and swamps during the day and moved at night,
under the cover of darkness” (Johnson 231-232). For slaves, then, the landscape and
geographical features were often associated with the potential for escape, even if it was
temporary. The Mississippi’s tributary, the Ohio River, was more than a geographic
border between Kentucky and Ohio; it was the border between freedom and slavery, and
at times, life and death.
Though many slaves were laboring on the plantations along the Mississippi, some
slaves were forced to work on the steamboats responsible for the capitalist expansion. By
the 1850s, free and enslaved African Americans made up almost a quarter of the total
workforce on western riverboats.13 Perhaps the only advantage of being forced to work
on steamboats was the potential mobility and ease of communication with other free and
enslaved African Americans. At times, steamboats became a space where African
Americans could maximize communication and join forces in order to harness the
potential for activism, communication, and eventually, freedom. Even though slave
owners could control their slaves and force them to labor on the boats, the “Masters could
not control the flow of information that accompanied steamboat cargo up-and
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This total includes about 3,000 slaves and 1,500 free people of color (Johnson 141). Often, slave owners
would “lease” their slaves to the boats so they could make a larger profit from their labor.
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downstream” (Buchanan 7). Because their movements and communications were limited,
steamboat workers had a complicated, complex understanding of their experiences of life
and labor on the steamboat. In Black Life on the Mississippi, Thomas Buchanan explains,
“The Western River World shaped African American steamboat workers’ mentality and
created the intellectual, psychological, and material bases for broad networks that helped
African Americans survive slavery” (20). Additionally, enslaved workers could use their
knowledge of the river systems to help them escape. Slaves often pretended to have their
master’s permission to work on northbound steamers, or they passed as free workers and
eventually escaped to the North.
Because of the mythology surrounding the waterways, many slaves mistakenly
thought working on a steamboat was one way to get closer to freedom. Despite the
hopeful sentiments, however, slaves’ working and living conditions on the boats were
gruesome and abusive. William Wells Brown, who worked on a steamboat as a slave,
depicts the psychological consequences of such an environment in his narrative. He
describes the filth of the slave quarters: “There was a large room on the lower deck in
which all the slaves were kept, men and women, promiscuously—all chained two and
two, and a strict watch kept that they did not get loose.” Brown points out that the slaves
were kept in chains day and night to prevent any potential escapes by jumping overboard
(39). Such chains also meant that slaves were forced to sit in their own filth and
excrement. However, even the chains couldn’t keep some slaves from jumping overboard
to escape their fate. Brown shares the story of one woman who was so desperate to save
her children from the horrors of slavery that she jumped overboard and drowned them in
the river. This was not a unique occurrence, and Brown replicates a similar experience in
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his novel Clotel; Or, The President’s Daughter. In the novel, Clotel, the fictional
daughter of Thomas Jefferson, is wrongfully captured and imprisoned. Rather than
subjecting herself to the inevitable fate of being sold into slavery, she jumps into the
Potomac. Because of its historical reality in the Middle Passage and slavery, drowning as
an alternative form of freedom becomes a popular trope in 19th century African American
literature.14 The popular images of that appear in 19th century literature, such as
steamboats or drowning in the river, present a historical connection that forces readers to
confront the realities of slavery.
The harsh conditions on the boat coupled with the material, social, and economic
realities of slavery resulted in a range of emotional, psychological, and physical trauma
for enslaved steamboat workers. While it seemed that access to the river would offer the
chance at escape—or at least improve the conditions of slavery—this was rarely the case.
Despite the hopefulness of the steamboat worker positions, many black Americans were
forced do endure a range of traumatic experiences during their time traveling up and
down the river. Although the potential for escape was quite literally at their fingertips, it
was nearly impossible to reach. In addition, many of the slaves forced to work on the
steamboats never saw their families again.
Black public opinion of the river is perhaps best captured in spirituals, which
enslaved workers sang on and off the steamboat. The songs highlight a range of emotion
from hope to despair, and they address the political, social, and geographic boundaries
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This continues into the 20th century and appears in works such as Richard Wright’s Down by the
Riverside. Wright’s protagonist, Mann, chooses to run into the river to die rather than die at the hands of
white men.
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preventing them from reaching freedom. A song that workers sang on their way to the
steamboats perfectly captures these complexities:
I’s gwine from de cotton fields, I’s goin from de cane,
I’s gwine from de ol’ hut that stans down in the lane;
De boat am in de river, dat comes to take me off
An I’s gwine to join de exodus an’ strike out fo’ de no’f (Buchanan 105)
The implication here is that the river, and presumably the steamboat, will eventually lead
to freedom. Leaving the cotton fields, cane, and the hut, or distancing themselves from
their labor, is the first step towards the “exodus” north. The song presents a familiarity
with the waterways, the geography of the south, and its inherent connection to the
subjugation of black enslaved workers.
The geographical features of the Mississippi were all the more significant because
of their relationship to the Bible. For many African Americans, the River represented a
connection to empowering stories of freedom, such as the exodus from Egypt. Thomas
Ruys Smith tells the story of fugitive slave Andrew Jackson, who was headed toward the
Ohio (and therefore freedom). Jackson remembers, “I had heard about the Israelites when
they fled from the slavery of Egypt. I thought I was like them” (Smith 10). Jackson’s
explanation reflects a widespread interpretation of the Mississippi River and its largest
tributary: that the Ohio River, like the Jordan River in the Bible, was a threshhold to
freedom. This idea would be replicated in spirituals and traditional songs that many
slaves shared and sang to get through the day. Slaves had long equated waterways with
freedom, and the rivers and boats in many slave spirituals, such as “Old Ship of Zion,”
“Roll, Jordan, Roll,” “Down by the Riverside,” and “Deep River,” represented paths to
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heaven. Though many of the songs had African origins, they had a very particular
meaning in the antebellum western economy (Buchanan 8). The Mississippi was
considered the American Nile, and often, slaves equated its tributaries to other African or
Asian Rivers, many of which appeared in the Bible. Thus, it was relatively easy for these
African spirituals to gain a new, Western meaning that was applicable to the lives of both
free and enslaved blacks.
Black Americans’ relationship to the Mississippi River was complicated at best.
Because of the long-standing beliefs and mythology surrounding waterways in the black
community, the River often represented hope and freedom. However, the harsh realities
of slavery made it impossible to ignore the river’s violence. We must, therefore, consider
how such trauma, violence, and history informs the representations of the Mississippi
River that appear in black artistic productions from the 19th century to the present.

The Mississippi River: The Aftermath
In a 1937 interview with the WPA, former slave Joe Ray begins by offering a
seemingly simple explanation of how his family ended up in slavery. Ray explains, “My
folks was shipped from Africa across the waters and fetched a good price on the slave
market at New Orleans where my pappy stayed for a long time helping with the fresh
Negroes that come over on the slave boats.” Yet this single sentence describes the long,
complex relationship between the Mississippi River and generations of African
Americans. Ray’s inadvertent connection between the middle passage and New Orleans,
the mouth of the Mississippi River, describes a relationship as fluid as the waters of the
river itself. Though his father was sent across the Atlantic Ocean, Ray stayed on the
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Mississippi River, where he was forced to participate in the selling of “fresh Negroes” as
new slaves. Ray’s anecdote highlights the Mississippi River’s legacy of exploitation,
commodification, and abuse that was a result of the capitalist expansion and cotton
empire of the 19th century, but significantly, it also illustrates a lasting communal
memory of the Mississippi’s impact on black life.
In the latter half of the 19th century, the Mississippi River’s economic power
slowly dwindled as railroad technology grew in popularity. Eventually, railroads replaced
steamboats as the primary way to transport goods, and rivers were used far less for travel.
Despite the Mississippi’s slow decline, its lasting impact remained. It had already helped
lay the foundation for capitalism and facilitated its continued growth. It had made rapid
economic expansion possible, and in turn, displaced thousands of Native Americans. It
served as a focal point for slave traders, owners, and businessmen, and it housed some of
the biggest slave trading hubs in the nation. For enslaved African Americans, the
Mississippi—and its tributaries—served as both a beacon of hope and a reminder of
oppression. In the 19th century, the majority of black Americans had some connection to
or experience with the Mississippi River. These experiences are made even clearer in the
numerous representations of the Mississippi River that appear in a variety of black art
throughout the 20th and 21st century.
Though the Mississippi’s economic power declined, its vast presence and impact
on the lives on black Americans did not. The geographical features of the Mississippi
posed a constant threat to the lives of black Americans living in the Delta. For example,
both the Mississippi Flood of 1927 and Hurricane Katrina (2008) illustrated how the
river’s flooding disproportionately impacts black Americans. The aftermath of both
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events proved that these conditions are exacerbated by the lack of institutional support for
black families. During and after the Mississippi Flood of 1927, hundreds of black men
were forced to labor on the levee, some of whom were held at gunpoint to ensure they
would continue working (Barry 200). Those who were paid for their labor were paid a
mere 75 cents per day (Barry 206). The federal government eventually created the
Mississippi Flood Control Project (MFCP), which was meant to establish levee camps
that employed black male workers. However, the camps quickly developed the reputation
for violence; labor conditions recalled slavery days; work was harsh and discipline
abusive. Black labor was often seen as expendable (Mizelle 128-9). Despite the hard
work levee camps required, they did not pay enough to provide a living wage; it was
often impossible for levee camp workers to escape poverty or achieve economic mobility.
The Mississippi’s power as a naturally destructive, violent force inspired black
artistic productions, much like its history in slavery. For example, the Mississippi River
Flood of 1927 is the focus of Richard Wright’s novella “Down By The Riverside.” The
novella follows the protagonist, Mann, as he attempts to get his family to safety.15
However, systemic inequities eventually lead to death of both him and his wife, and we
are left with the impression that no black families are ever really safe in the Jim Crow
south. A contemporary example is Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones, which is a tender
portrayal of sorrow and suffering, set in the 12 days before and after Hurricane Katrina.
Ward’s novel follows a Mississippi Bayou family as they prepare for the hurricane, and it
presents us with a realistic picture of how difficult it is for poor, black families to simply
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The novella appears in the collection of stories, Uncle Tom’s Children, which I argue is another way
Wright highlights the lasting effects of slavery. I further discuss the novella and collection in Chapter 2:
“Death by the Riverside: Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children and the Mississippi Flood of 1927.”
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survive a natural disaster. In each case, the authors use the Mississippi River as a starting
point to present larger issues of institutional racism, black trauma, and suffering. I argue
that we cannot separate the commentary surrounding the river’s natural disasters from the
river’s history. In other words, the Mississippi’s violent past in slavery is the lens through
which we should view the later depictions of the river, even those focused primarily on
its flooding.
The texts I discuss in this dissertation span from the mid-nineteenth century to the
late twentieth century, and they include a range of black artistic productions, from novels
to music to art. In my analysis of these texts, I keep in mind the long history of the
Mississippi River, arguing that the social, political and economic ramifications of the
river—at various points in history—are inextricable from these representations. With an
interdisciplinary approach to understanding these texts, I examine how literary, artistic,
and musical depictions of the Mississippi River as a central motif can simultaneously
showcase the lived experiences of black Americans and serve as a critique of systemic or
institutional racism and historic events.
In “Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation,” Toni Morrison rejects assumptions
among literary historians and critics that “traditional, canonical American literature is
free of, uninformed and unshaped by the four-hundred-year-old presence of, first,
Africans and then African Americans in the United States” (4-5). Morrison argues that
we must always maintain a “rootedness” in the real world, looking to our ancestors as a
source of truth, guidance, and knowledge. This idea structures the analysis that follows;
throughout this dissertation, I attempt to reframe our understanding of African American
literature by examining black artistic representations of the Mississippi River and
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maintaining a “rootedness” in the historical connections to slavery, capitalism, and
blackness.
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Chapter Three – Death by the Riverside: Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children and the
Mississippi Flood of 1927

Prior to the 20th century, the Mississippi River was primarily associated with
slavery. Its role in simultaneously expanding slavery and capitalism provided the
foundation for both the American economy and black American life. Post-slavery and
Reconstruction, however, the Mississippi presented a different threat to the lives of black
Americans, particularly those in the South. Years of systemic discrimination resulted in
widespread economic and social disparities that reproduced and reinforced the economic
oppression of black Americans. Such economic discrimination seeped into every facet of
black life in the South: labor, housing, womanhood, relationships, finances, and wealth.
While this was problematic on many levels, it was especially troubling in times of natural
disaster, as the conditions amplified the pervasive economic inequality and social
stratification that was reinforced by Jim Crow. Perhaps the best example of the
disproportionate impact of natural disasters on black Southerners is the Mississippi Flood
of 1927.
The Mississippi Flood of 1927 was one of the most destructive floods in
American history. It flooded more than 27,000 square miles of land, left nearly 700,000
people homeless, and resulted in about 500 fatalities (Camillo, Barry). Levees were
shattered in over 145 places, and 170 counties in Mississippi, Louisiana, Tennessee,
Kentucky, Arkansas, Missouri, and Illinois were submerged (Spencer 170). The flood
inflicted roughly $1 billion in damages (a third of the U.S. federal budget in 1927), which
equates to between $130 and $160 billion today. Though the far-reaching effects of the
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flood impacted the U.S. as a whole, it disproportionately impacted southern black
Americans. Of the 700,000 people left homeless, about 550,000 were people of color
(Parrish 41). African-Americans comprised 75% of the population of the YazooMississippi Delta, and thus most black southerners lived in the areas that were more
susceptible to flooding (something that still holds true in many southern states today).16
Most black Americans didn’t have the resources to leave the area before the flood,
and moreover, their white counterparts received preferential treatment in seeking
shelter.17 Both locally and nationally, in institutions such as the Red Cross and programs
such as the Mississippi Flood Control Project, there was a structural disregard for black
Americans harmed by the flood. In addition, the flood resulted in a significant overhaul
of the levee system, requiring the creation of “an elaborate engineering system of levees,
outlets, and flood control reservoirs” (Smith and Baeck). Black men were enlisted—
against their will—to build the new levee system, forced to labor on the levees as the
flood was happening, and to rebuild the towns after the flood. When—or if—they were
paid, it was a minimal amount, typically less than they’d make at a regular job. However,
most people were not paid; they were instead jailed, abused, held at gunpoint, and forced
to work if they wanted any kind of assistance or rations from the Red Cross. The AfroAmerican reported that many black southerners described their experiences in the Red
Cross relief camps and working on the levee as “virtual slavery,” and the assessment was
accurate, given the conditions of the camps and the inevitability of forced labor. Those
who did refuse or try to leave were met with violence, or even death, and those who
escaped that found themselves in a system that reproduced the conditions of slavery.

16
17

Hurricane Katrina reaffirmed this, as the areas most susceptible to flooding were black neighborhoods.
See John M. Barry’s Rising Tide: The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How It Changed America.

44

Thus, the systemic racism and violence perpetuated by Jim Crow was heightened at times
of natural disasters in the south. After the devastation of the 1927 flood, the effects of
systemic discrimination infiltrated virtually every facet of black life in the south, and the
Mississippi River took on new meaning and came to symbolize a geographical locus of
omnipresent institutional racism.
As the conditions on and around the Mississippi River evolved during
Reconstruction and throughout the turn of the century, so too did the various artistic
representations of it. Black writers and artists expressed their affective connections to the
Mississippi in a way that illustrated their complex relationships. Whereas the Mississippi
once symbolized either being sold down the river or moving up the river to freedom, it
now played a more ambiguous role in the everyday lives of black Americans; its potential
impact wasn’t clear until a major natural disaster like the 1927 flood. Bessie Smith’s
“Backwater Blues” perhaps best exemplifies how artists recorded their feelings towards
the Mississippi during the flood. Smith’s blues chronicles the heartbreaking experience of
losing everything during the flood, an experience that poor black southerners were all too
familiar with. Smith sings, “When it thunders and lightin and the wind begins to blow/
There’s thousands of people ain’t got no place to go/…Then I went and stood upon some
high old lonesome hill/Then looked down on the house where I used to live/…Back water
blues done calls me to pack my things and go/ Cause my house fell down and I can’t live
there no mo’.” We can hear and feel the tragedy underlying her lyrics; she gives voice to
the pain that thousands of people experienced. She ends the song with a haunting,
“Mmmmmm I can’t move no mo’/ There ain’t no pace for a poor old girl to go.” It is in
this moment that the scale of loss and destruction is clearest. And though the song

45

expresses the devastation that black southerners felt, it still went on to be one of the most
popular blues songs of the century. The song was recorded early in the flood (February
17, 1927), and it eventually “took on a life of its own, becoming the flood blues, an allpurpose generic blues on the flood theme” (Evans 99). The song was able to
communicate attitudes and feelings about the flood while it was happening, and
importantly, it was told from a black woman’s perspective. “Backwater Blues” became
one of the most well-known blues songs of the early 20th century; the records were sold
across racial lines, and multiple artists recorded covers of the song through the 1930s and
1940s (Parrish 126-127). Ultimately, Smith’s “Backwater Blues” reached a range of
audiences, both white and black, in the north and south; her story of the flood was
mechanically reproduced and played on gramophones across the country. That Smith’s
“Backwater Blues” became the official flood song is significant because it documents the
long history of pain and suffering on the Mississippi from a black perspective. While the
black community would have been well aware of this, her white listeners were likely
unfamiliar with the Mississippi’s violent past, and those in the north would have been
more disconnected from the flood. Smith was able to create a historical record of the
flood, reproduce, and distribute it all while the flood was still happening, and her account
of the 1927 flood would go on to inspire black artistic production for years to come.
Alongside Bessie Smith, Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children joins the
tradition of African American artistic productions that engage the Mississippi River’s
significance as both a landmark and a destructive force. The Mississippi River is
strategically integrated in Wright’s short story collection in order to force the audience to
confront both the economic history of the Mississippi and its lasting effects on black
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communities. Wright structures his collection in a way that highlights the Mississippi
River’s expansive presence in the South. As his short stories make clear, the
Mississippi’s presence isn’t simply physical or spatial. Its presence represents a haunting
memory of historical oppression and economic exploitation. The calculated structure of
Uncle Tom’s Children serves to highlight the Mississippi River’s role in the black
experience, and the collection as a whole suggests that, for black southerners, the natural
environment is just as harsh as the daily Jim Crow social environment. Wright begins the
collection with the nonfiction essay, “The Ethics of Living Jim Crow,” which guides
readers through his “Jim Crow education” and daily encounters with racism. The next
piece is a short story, “Big Boy Leaves Home,” which follows four young black boys
through the woods to a watering hole, where a seemingly innocent adolescent adventure
turns into a deadly encounter. Wright continues exploring the ways in which the natural
environment can replicate, and worsen, the harsh realities of Jim Crow in the novella,
“Down by the Riverside,” which is arguably one of the most traumatic stories included in
Uncle Tom’s Children. With the Mississippi Flood of 1927 as its central event, the short
story considers labor exploitation, economic injustices, and the continued physical and
emotional abuse of black Americans, all of which are intensified during times of natural
disaster. The protagonist, Mann, serves as an everyman archetype and provides an
opportunity for Wright to humanize black flood victims in a way that other publications
wouldn’t. Perhaps most importantly, though, the flood allows Wright to highlight the
historic events that temporarily restored a version of slavery. Wright’s short stories
protest the ways in which black humanity was undermined—or even considered
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disposable—especially during the flood, and through his protagonists, he attempts to
restore black dignity.
Scholars rightly assert that, in many ways, Richard Wright’s work is
autobiographical or at least in part informed by his own experiences, and the
overwhelming number of biographies about him suggests that scholars often gravitate
towards Wright’s personal life to help make sense of his work.18 For example, Michael
Nieto Garcia argues that Wright attempts to balance “readerly expectations of ethnic
representativeness” and an accurate reflection of his life, causing him to write a “hybrid
autobiography” (38). Wright’s personal experience is undoubtedly important; in this
chapter, I consider how his personal experience is reflected in his representation of the
Jim Crow south. Attention to Wright’s personal life is not unwarranted. In Black Boy,
Wright himself explains his attempts to “build a bridge of words between me and the
world outside” (384). The bulk of Wright scholarship, therefore, focuses on the
individual: Wright’s individual encounters with racism, his individual political
experience, his individual trauma. And while this does highlight crucial elements of
Wright’s work, more attention must be placed on the way Wright conveys collective
black experiences. In his introduction to Uncle Tom’s Children, Richard Yarborough
asserts that Wright’s commitment to literature as a form of protest informs his use of
nonfiction and autobiography. If we are to think about the stories in Uncle Tom’s
Children as forms of protest, we must consider the ways in which the collection confronts
injustices felt by the entire community. Attention to the individual black experience is
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Wright biographies include Jennifer Jensen Wallach’s Richard Wright: From Black Boy to World
Citizen (2010), Yoshinobu Hakatuni’s Richard Wright: A Documented Chronology (2014), Hazel Rowley’s
Richard Wright: The Life and Times (2001), and other biographies written from 1968 to the present.
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necessary, and it can certainly expose truths about the larger communal experience, but
we should also consider the ways in which Wright conveys collective black experiences,
centered on historical events.
Much has been said about Wright’s integration of historical facts and events in
Uncle Tom’s Children. B. Eugene McCarthy argues that in Uncle Tom’s Children Wright
“constructed his stories as models of history at progressive stages of black life in the
South in order to explain the structures everyone lived in,” and in doing so, he created a
model “by which to develop that history and identify or place changes in it” (730).
Similarly, Terrance Tucker argues that Uncle Tom’s Children “depicts southern African
Americans struggling to achieve agency in an unforgiving, violent Jim Crow South, a
struggle buoyed by contemporaneous events” (106). The attempts to further historicize
the short stories in Uncle Tom’s Children is significant; in each story, Wright places
readers in the center of a southern landscape, rife with racial tension and discrimination
that is solidified—and made worse by—Jim Crow laws. My reading of Uncle Tom’s
Children contributes to previous scholarship in that my focus is on the geographic,
spatial, and economic concerns Wright presents in his collection of short stories. I argue
that Wright integrates the natural environment, and specifically the Mississippi River, in
order to further explore southern history, and in doing so, he presents a history that is
meant to humanize black southerners and challenge the dominant narratives circulated in
contemporaneous widely-read publications, such as the New York Times.
In Uncle Tom’s Children, Wright makes a pointed effort to demonstrate how the
natural environment exacerbates Jim Crow conditions; he shifts away from only focusing
on individual, autobiographical experiences and instead chooses to focus on the
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Mississippi River flood of 1927. In doing so, he expresses the collective suffering of the
black community. Through his integration of the Mississippi River, Wright expresses the
pervasiveness of racial injustices; they are perpetrated against his characters on an
institutional scale, in federal agencies, and even in seemingly non-human spaces, like the
natural environment. As Richard Yarborough points out, Wright’s collection encapsulates
“the unrelenting assaults on the bodies and spirits of blacks whose only crime is to be
black and in the wrong place at the wrong time” (Yarborough xxvi). As the stories
unfold, we witness the thoughts, fears, and desires of the protagonists, and the injustice of
such “crimes” becomes more palpable.
Uncle Tom’s Children begins with Wright’s non-fiction essay titled, “The Ethics
of Living Jim Crow.” The essay contains autobiographical vignettes based on Wright’s
own accounts of racism, discrimination, and “learning how to be a Negro” in the Jim
Crow south (1). Wright takes us through encounters with white bosses, policemen, verbal
and physical abuse, and the overwhelming fear that comes with being black on the streets
of a white neighborhood. Ultimately, though, these episodes are not necessarily used to
garner sympathy; they instead illustrate how such instances make up a “Jim Crow
education.” Wright explains that through such Jim Crow lessons, he “learned to play that
dual role which every Negro must play if he wants to eat and live” (13). In understanding
this “dual role,” Wright engages in minor forms of resistance, such as tricking librarians
into lending him books or slyly circumventing interactions with white men in an elevator.
Wright’s Jim Crow education is at the forefront of Uncle Tom’s Children, and the ability
to understand his “dual role” informs the whole collection.
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“The Ethics of Living Jim Crow” allows Wright to create a framing device for the
short stories that follow. Though Wright draws from his personal experiences and
provides real examples of daily racism, his placement of “Ethics” suggests that it informs
his collection as a whole. Yarborough explains, “By describing in his own voice instances
of racism not dissimilar to those experienced by his protagonists, Wright no doubt hoped
that his authorial credibility would prevent skeptical readers from questioning the
veracity of his fictional depiction of Southern race relations” (xxv). Framing Uncle Tom’s
Children with “The Ethics of Living Jim Crow” establishes Wright’s ability to use fiction
as a vehicle of protest and social commentary (Yarborough, Watson). These small
snapshots allow Wright to depict the pain and suffering of black Americans, which is
made up of both daily experiences and long-term consequences of Jim Crow. In each
“lesson,” Wright presents, sometimes implicitly, a number of possible outcomes—many
of which are violent, deadly, or at the very least, threatening—for any given situation.
The stories that follow “Ethics” continue to present such possibilities, often highlighting
violence against black Americans and the ensuing suffering. Wright purposely blurs the
line between autobiography and fiction, causing the later short stories to seem less like
fiction and more like a documentation of lived realities and further social commentary.
Wright continues exploring the purpose and result of a Jim Crow education in the
following short story, “Big Boy Leaves Home,” thereby extending his social critique. In
many ways, “Big Boy Leaves Home” seems like an early chapter of Native Son, and not
only because of the verbal similarity of “Big Boy” and “Bigger.” Like Bigger, the young
protagonist, Big Boy, stumbles through a series of life-threatening events (although such
events would be innocent encounters if either character were white). The story follows
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Big Boy through this series of events that eventually necessitates his migration North. It’s
worth noting that, at the beginning of the story, Big Boy is only a child (and a somewhat
naïve one at that), but by the story’s end, we see how Big Boy’s surrounding environment
forces him to grow quickly into adulthood. The story opens as Big Boy and his three
friends, Bobo, Lester, and Buck, decide to skip school and go swimming in the creek. We
follow through the woods as they laugh and sing on their way to the watering hole. But
once they arrive, things quickly go awry. While they are there, a white woman sees the
children and screams for her husband, Jim. Jim then proceeds to shoot Lester and Buck,
and Big Boy’s survival instinct drives him to shoot Jim so that he and Bobo can get away.
After consulting with his family, Big Boy decides to run to the hillside and wait until
morning so he can catch a ride with the son of a family friend, Will, who will be passing
through town in a semi-truck. Once Big Boy reaches the hillside, he hides in a kiln
overnight, where he watches a vicious white mob brutally murder Bobo. Despite the
trauma he’s endured Big Boy remains in the kiln until his ride arrives early in the
morning. We are left with the image of Big Boy riding away, tucked in the floorboards of
the semi-truck heading north. This final image, however, remains ambiguous; while his
initial escape sparks a sense of relief, the bleak picture of racial strife that Wright paints
leaves us wondering if anything will be different in the North, or if the new landscape
Big Boy faces will simply entail other forms of racial tension and discrimination.
At the story’s outset, our attention is immediately drawn to the boys’ precarious
connection with the landscape. While Jay Watson is correct in pointing out that we hear
the voices of the young boys before their bodies enter the opening scene, Wright
positions their voices in the landscape itself. Their voices rise “out of the woods” and
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float “high above the tree tops” until they come “out of the woods into cleared pasture”
(17). Wright’s emphasis on the natural environment forces us to consider the boys’
relationship with it. When the story opens, the boys seem to feel a sort of familiarity and
comfort with the land. As they sing and laugh, “they walked lollingly in barefeet, beating
tangled vines and bushes with long sticks” (17). Even in seemingly mundane moments,
Wright emphasizes the boys’ bodies and their connectivity to the land with descriptions
such as, “They laughed easily, catching and pulling long green blades of grass with their
toes” or “They laughed again. Their shoulders were flat to the earth, their knees propped
up, and their faces square to the sun” (18). Wright frequently reminds us of how their
bodies are more than present; they take up space in the southern landscape, and exhibit a
physical and emotional connection to it, even in seemingly insignificant moments.
Wright accentuates this by describing corporeal movement in relation to the land they
travel: “They began to chant, pounding bare heels in the grass” (19). In this pastoral
setting, for a brief moment, the boys are joyous and carefree. It seems as though this
isolation—from typical societal pressures, Jim Crow law, the exhaustion that
accompanies dealing with racism daily—opens up a space for them to feel liberated, or at
least avoid reminders of their oppression. Unfortunately, however, this feeling does not
last. Wright’s emphasis on the natural environment—and the boys’ relationship to it—
highlights the ways in which normal daily experiences, even in childhood, are off limits
to black southerners.
In the case of white children, this journey to the creek would be a paradigmatic
boyhood adventure; it’s hot, and the boys are tempted by the cool water to play hooky
and go swimming. For Big Boy and his friends, however, this scenario is not playful; it’s
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dangerous because of white ownership, and by extension, control over the black bodies
that move through the land. Wright emphasizes the contrast between black and white
childhood as the boys navigate the landscape. He describes them with an innocence that
contrasts with the traumatic events about to unfold. Wright emphasizes their
vulnerability, and inadvertently, their young age: “They jerked off their clothes and threw
them in a pile under a tree. Thirty seconds later they stood, black and naked, on the edge
of the hole under a sloping embankment. Gingerly Big Boy touched the water with his
foot” (26). Here, in this brief moment of peace, we’re forced to acknowledge the boys’
youth and innocence. The boys reminisce about swimming in the Mississippi River and
wish they had access to swimming pools, a moment that is seemingly innocent, but also
reflects the lack of public accommodations available to black southerners. Despite this
harsh reality, we are momentarily exposed to the youthful spirit underlying the corporeal
descriptions Wright has illustrated thus far. However, this innocence is short lived; in a
rapid series of events, a white woman discovers the boys, and her husband immediately
shoots Buck and Lester. After the man attacks Bobo, Big Boy lunges for the gun and
shoots him in self-defense. The pleasant trip to the creek has now shifted to a traumatic
depiction of Jim Crow realities; the landscape reflects the social stratification that has led
to the white entitlement that ostensibly justifies the white husband’s actions. It becomes
clear that the landscape of the south, which black Americans have worked and lived on
for so long, is an openly hostile, unwelcoming place, even for black children.
The climactic event at the creek, which leads to the later tragedies, is primarily
rooted in the black boys’ mere existence. Even in the natural landscape, outside the realm
of public Jim Crow accommodations, their bodies occupy an unwelcoming space,
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especially because they are too close to a white woman. In the brief window between
seeing his friends die and defending himself, Big Boy seems to have learned an important
lesson, which is that he is entitled to his personhood, even in a world that defines his
black body as nothing more than a tool for labor. Abdul R. JanMohamed refers to this
moment as a “political education,” which “concerns the ubiquity of death in Jim Crow
society” (48). JanMohamed further explains, “unlike the normal rite of passage,” Big
Boy’s coming of age “opens up for him not a world full of life, of possibilities, wherein
he can fulfill himself, but rather a world of increasingly narrow confinement policed by
the possibility of actual-death” (49). This political education is an extension of the Jim
Crow lessons Wright describes in “Ethics.” But Big Boy’s education is about more than
just death. It’s about understanding what it means for his black body to take up space in a
world that rejects his existence. The trauma that unfolds in Wright’s pastoral setting
indicates that there is no safe space for black Americans; even the natural landscape is
dangerous.
Big Boy finally leaves the harmful natural environment, and even as he is in the
truck heading north, Wright leaves us with the impression that he still will not be free.
Because of the way danger has been located in the environment itself, escaping the south
won’t change this. The events that unfold in the seemingly isolated, natural landscape
illustrate that there are no safe spaces for black Americans. Rather, the lasting legacies of
slavery, the systemic discrimination of Jim Crow, and the resulting social stratification
structure even nature itself. No matter where Big Boy is, his black body will still be
unwelcome. Although Big Boy still maintains some of his dignity merely because he is
about to flee without being caught (and he does not suffer the same fate as Bobo), we are
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led to believe that he will likely be in danger no matter where he goes. Wright’s depiction
of this pervasive violence is crucial in understanding how natural spaces and forces can
be just as damaging as physically violent acts committed by people. In the case of “Big
Boy Leaves Home,” such violence occurs as an act committed by white people in places
that should be accessible for black southerners. However, Wright’s commentary points
out that the natural landscape is not accessible, and in fact, it can be harmful because it is
historically linked to white ownership, property, and slavery. This is especially true for
the areas closest to the Mississippi River, as years of violence, trauma, abuse and
economic injustice are essentially part of the landscape.
If “Big Boy Leaves Home” is a reflection of black boyhood, “Down by the
Riverside” is a historically specific reflection of black manhood. Wright himself
described “Down by the Riverside” as a natural extension of the themes he explores in
“Big Boy Leaves Home.” In his autobiography Black Boy, he writes, “The short story,
Big Boy Leaves Home, had posed a question: What quality of will must a Negro possess
to live and die with dignity in a country that denied his humanity? There took shape in
my mind—as though an answer was trying to grope its way out of the depths of men—
the tale of a flood, Down by the Riverside” (402). While he considers such themes in
many ways, his integration of the Mississippi River and representation of the 1927 flood
is what allows Wright to effectively critique the lasting effects of Jim Crow on black
humanity. The short story’s focus on the Mississippi again suggests that the natural
environment is just as harsh as the daily Jim Crow environment, but in a way that is much
more urgent and pervasive than in “Big Boy Leaves Home.” In “Down by the Riverside,”
the flood acts as a destructive, life-threatening force that only makes the effects of
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institutional racism more violent. Faced with rising flood waters, the protagonist, Mann,
must navigate the physical landscape on a stolen boat while also navigating the Jim Crow
landscape of the south. Wright foregrounds the short story in Mann’s perspective,
personal experience, and inner dialogue in order to highlight how daily encounters with
institutional racism impact the black psyche and black humanity as a whole. Larger
historical events and contexts, such as the Red Cross relief camps and forced labor on the
river, remain in the background but structure the real experiences of black Americans as
part of the southern landscape.
The historical specificity of Wright’s short story is particularly important, as it’s
set during a time when black Americans have only slightly more freedom than they did
during reconstruction. Black mobility was still extremely limited, especially in the south,
and any kind of economic support was absent. Black southerners were dealing with the
limits of structural legal oppression, and Wright’s depiction of the Mississippi flood
sheds light on those limits, particularly as it illuminates the labor conditions both inside
and outside of the Red Cross concentration camps. The emergency of the Mississippi
flood emboldened whites to reassert their power over black southerners with an impunity
not seen since slavery, and the labor conditions to rebuild after the flood were structured
so that black workers would rarely, if ever, get paid. Walter Brown, who worked in a
levee camp after the 1927 flood, described the camps as “privileged penitentiaries”
explaining, “You wasn’t locked up, but other than that it was just like a penitentiary.
They paid you what they wanted to. They gave you what they wanted you to have. If you
didn’t do it, somebody was gonna beat you up.” Brown recalls that most men approached
the camp bosses expecting pay, and typically didn’t receive anything for six or seven
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weeks, if they received pay at all.19 According to Brown’s testimony, such behavior and
expectations were typical in levee camps.
Contemporaneous news outlets published a wide variety of pieces about the flood,
and the ensuing conditions in the Red Cross concentration camps, some of which were
more critical than others. The difference in news coverage of the flood reminds us that
natural disaster—an event that is seemly neutral and outside culture—is understood
differently depending on location, culture, and race. The contradicting coverage
illustrates that natural disaster is not at all neutral; rather, it has different meanings
depending on one’s racial and cultural background. For example, The New York Times
published several articles about the flood, the new levee systems, and the laborers
without any explicit mention of forced labor or the disproportionate impact on black
southerners.20 In contrast, The Defender regularly documented the abuse in the Red Cross
camps and the violence that increased after the flood. Almost immediately after the flood,
The Defender published two pieces about the “race hate” surrounding the event and the
unfair imprisonment taking place in the south as a result.21 Describing the immediate
need to help to flood victims, a Defender journalist wrote that because of Jim Crow, “our
people are double sufferers’” (Harrington, “Rush Food and Clothing to Flood Victims”).
Black Americans were keenly aware of how their second-class status would inform their
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The interview with Walter Brown is a part of Alan Lomax’s “Greenville Levee Conversations,” recorded
in 1978. The “Greenville Levee Conversations” consist of interviews with three former levee camp workers
as well as recordings of the songs they sang while laboring in the camps.
20
Two articles in particular stand out as examples. “Again the Old Dragon Mississippi Fumes,” published
on May 1, 1927 by Herschel Brickell of The New York Times, simply describes the flood’s destruction and
focuses more on how it will impact the cotton crop than the refugees seeking help. Similarly, “Giant Job of
Curbing the Mississippi Started,” by journalist L.C. Speers, documents the massive engineering project and
work on the levees without once mentioning that black men are being forced to complete this labor against
their will.
21
See J. Winston Harrington’s articles “Rush Food and Clothing to Flood Victims,” published on April 30,
1927, and “Use Troops in Flood Area to Imprison Farm Hands,” published May 7, 1927.
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treatment during the flood, and as is apparent in The Defender, so were the black media.
Wright undoubtedly would have been aware of the increased violence and discriminatory
practices that were commonplace in the Red Cross camps because, as he explains in his
autobiography, he regularly read a wide variety of newspapers and magazines, including
The Defender, The Atlantic, Harper’s, and American Mercury, from 1925 to 1927.22
Though Wright doesn’t explicitly reference these newspapers, his knowledge of the event
and ensuing violence underlies “Down by the Riverside.” Wright took this knowledge
and sense of urgency out of the black dailies and into a more timeless fictional space, but
as critics we need to put his text back into that broader media context. Take, for example,
the contemporaneous reports of the 1927 Flood in national newspapers. In addition to
refusing to acknowledge a discrepancy in the treatment of black and white flood victims,
reporters often painted a positive, idealistic picture of the relief camps and rebuilding
process. In an ode to the developing technology, one reporter offers an account of “negro
laborers” who happily sing “to the accompaniment of roaring motors as dirt is moved by
tower excavators.”23 Another report praises the commanding officers of the Relief Camps
(who were often openly abusive) for taking “the utmost use of every pair of laboring
hands under his control,” and for practicing the idea that “even when a flood is at its
worst and lives are imperiled the labor supply melts away if food and shelter can be
obtained in too liberal an amount without working for it.”24 In other words, many
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We could assume that Wright continued reading these magazines after 1927, but he specifically discusses
the role of such magazines in his education during these years, right before he left the south for Chicago.
23
See “Dirt Piles Up on Levees of Ol’ Man River” by Thomas Fauntleroy in the New York Times (May 25,
1930).
24
See “Curbing the Mississippi: A Gigantic Task” by Lieutenant Colonel J.R. Slattery in the New York
Times (May 1, 1927).
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contemporaneous reports overlooked or even justified the abuse taking place during the
flood.
Given the egregious working conditions, it seems strange that Wright would not
make forced labor and “virtual slavery” the centerpiece of Mann’s story. I want to
suggest, however, that this is purposeful. Wright needed to individualize Mann in order to
demonstrate the truly devastating impact of the flood during Jim Crow. Mann’s desire to
protect his family, his love for his wife, and his strong willpower are placed at the center
of the story because simply recounting the historical details of the 1927 flood would not
give a voice to the black Americans who were abused during the disaster; rather, it would
privilege voices of systemic white supremacy, as those voices have largely determined
popular opinions about the flood.25 Because Wright goes to such great lengths to
humanize Mann—or black men generally—the surrounding white supremacy, natural
violence, and unjust labor conditions that interfere with his survival are even more
devastating. By centering his story on one man’s experience of the Mississippi Flood of
1927, Wright is able to convey individual emotions of panic, fear, pain, and
determination, which resonate with the audience and force us to consider what we might
do in his position. On a broader scale, the story considers what happens when a natural
disaster complicates the already existing systems of racial oppression in the South,
specifically those attached to a geographical site that black Americans have lived and
worked on for years, like the Mississippi.
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This is true of when Uncle Tom’s Children was published and today. A large amount of scholarship
regarding the 1927 flood chooses to focus primarily on the natural disaster as a whole, and at times, limits
the discussion regarding the disproportionate impact.
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“Down by the Riverside” opens with a microcosm of the precarious positionality
of black Americans in the early 20th century. As black southerners tried to build wealth,
protect their families, and survive in a post-slavery world, they struggled with both the
daily oppression of white supremacy and its larger systemic, institutional influence. Jim
Crow made it more difficult to build a life in every aspect; finding jobs, access to
housing, healthcare, financial stability, and more all teetered on the precarious nature of
being able to thrive—or simply survive—under systemic white supremacy. “Down by the
Riverside” opens with a description of Mann’s house that perfectly encapsulates the
instability of black life in the south: “Each step he took made the old house creak as
though the earth beneath the foundations went soggy. He wondered how long the logs
which supported the house could stand against the water.” As the description continues,
we see that such instability is only intensified by natural disaster: “But what really
worried him were the steps; they might be washed away at any moment, and then they
would be trapped. He had spent all that morning trying to make them secure with frayed
rope, but he did not have much faith” (62). Mann’s attempt to secure his already unstable
home with rope, knowing that part of it will be swept away with the water, is an act that
mirrors black southerner’s attempts to thrive in spite of the overpowering effects of Jim
Crow. If we think of Mann’s house as representative of the lack of support for black
Americans in the south, we can see how the flood would exacerbate the poor living
conditions.
Outside the house, the rising river reflects the imminent danger of the flood.
Through Mann’s reflections, Wright presents the river as a character with agency,
capable of action: “through a dingy pane he saw the yellow water swirling around a
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corner of the barn. A steady drone filled his ears. In the morning the water was a deep
brown. In the afternoon it was a clayey yellow. And at night it was black, like a restless
tide of liquid tar. It was about six feet deep and still rising; it had risen two feet that day”
(62). The physical movement of the water is menacing; it surrounds the barn and almost
seems to be moving towards him. Even the sound of the water acts on him, as it fills his
ears. Additionally, the water is both pervasive and transitory; it changes colors, grows,
moves, and becomes “restless.” Its unpredictability coupled with its capacity to act and
move makes it even more threatening. The water’s continuous rising highlights two
important elements of the story: first, that Mann—and his community—are on a limited
timetable. The water is rising quickly at two feet in a single day, and their lives are
increasingly in danger as the water gets higher. Second, the powerful agency of the water
is juxtaposed with Mann’s helplessness; he cannot do anything to stop the water from
rising, and he has no resources to adequately deal with its consequences. Though Mann
comes to the conclusion that he needs to do something, it’s because he has been forced to
act in response to the water, and even then, it seems futile. The narrator describes his
thought process briefly, but in a way that highlights how the water has infringed on the
vulnerable space of his home: “This was his home. But now he would have to leave, for
the water was rising and there was no telling when or where it would stop.” He must act,
and he must decide how to get his family to safety, but given the overwhelmingly
destructive nature of the flood, he’s essentially doomed from the start.
Wright’s descriptive language draws our attention to the threatening landscape in
an abstract or mythic sense, but those are complicated by race and location in time and
space. The flood destroys Mann’s home and the surrounding land; it rots the seeds for

62

spring planting and drives out his cow, both of which are crucial to how he makes money
and supports his family. While Wright doesn’t directly comment on the amount of wealth
lost by Mann—or the southern black population generally—there is significant historical
evidence that black southerners suffered the most; the lack of available resources
prevented them from leaving the area, making their losses greater, and making it nearly
impossible to get the help they needed. In general, black farm laborers had less secure
dwellings and less opportunity for evacuation, and during the flood, sharecroppers were
typically barred from leaving by planters who did not want to lose their source of labor
(Parrish 41). Thus, in addition to losing their own money, they were further indebted to
white southerners who had control of the land.26 We do not know the details of Mann’s
employment. We do know that he farms the land he lives on, but that does not mitigate
the vulnerability of Mann’s socioeconomic position. Wright’s description of the house
and landscape serves as a way to build up to Mann’s inevitable future of having to seek
out the Red Cross for assistance in order to save his wife. As Wright and much of the
black readership would have been aware, Mann would be forced off his own land and
into a new era’s form of enslavement.
Mann’s experiences in “Down by the Riverside” demonstrate how physical,
social, and economic immobility are intertwined during the flood. This was true of the
labor conditions along the Mississippi during slavery, and as Wright demonstrates
through his integration of the flooding river, those conditions were replicated in the Jim
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Parrish cites a Red Cross publicist, Taylor, who witnessed the increasingly forceful conditions in and
around the camps: “In 1927, the almost exclusively African American population that Taylor encountered
was not only holding out on a man-made levee. As the source of cotton labor, they had been prevented, by
the planter interest, from evacuating onto an empty rescue barge and were later, by the National Guard,
kept from flight and forced to work in what the Red Cross called a ‘concentration camp’” (8).
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Crow south years later. As Mann attempts to navigate the river, the flood physically
constricts him; his ability—or inability—to move is dependent on the Mississippi’s
movement. Before Mann even leaves his house, he recognizes the river’s powerful,
destructive force: “Water was everywhere... For four long days and nights it had been
there, flowing past. For a moment he had the illusion that that water had always been
there, and would always be there. Yes, it seemed the water had always been there and this
was just the first time he had noticed it” (64). Wright’s description adds a mythic
dimension to the flooding river; it is omnipresent and always will be. The description also
defines the river as destructive force, literally and figuratively. The pervasive presence of
the Mississippi surrounds Mann, trapping him in the house and constricting his physical
movement. Yet as we see later in the novella, the Mississippi River also comes to
symbolize the widespread institutional and systemic racism that prevents the black
community from accessing shelter and medical care during the flood and forces black
southerners to do the rebuilding—instead of being provided with housing assistance—
after the flood. Thus, Mann’s belief that the water always has and always will surround
him is a recognition—and perhaps a subconscious one—of the white supremacy that
surrounds him on a daily basis, which is increasingly getting worse as the flood waters
rise. The imagery here, and Mann’s subsequent realization, directly contradict the
sentimental notion that we “come together” to resist natural disasters; rather, it suggests
that racial boundaries extend even into extreme natural events. The water surrounding
him is a visual reminder of his inability to leave or access help, just as the Jim Crow signs
occupying public accommodations are visual reminders of the spaces he is not allowed to
access. Moreover, the higher the flood waters get, the more black men are rounded up to
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work on the levee. The flood’s damaging impact on Mann’s mobility becomes even
clearer when Mann attempts to get his family to safety.
The ways in which labor, violence, and the river are intertwined are introduced
early in the short story. Mann and his family demonstrate a communal understanding
that, in times of crisis, the violence of the Jim Crow south intensifies. Wright moves from
the narrator’s voice to Mann’s inner monologue to establish Mann’s personal connection
and knowledge of the “trouble” that awaits his community: “Over the yellow water he
heard another shot, thin, dry, far away. Mus be trouble, mus be trouble somewhere. He
had heard that the white folks were threatening to conscript all Negroes they could lay
their hands on to pile sand- and cement-bags on the levee. And they were talking about
bringing in soldiers, too.” Mann’s internal monologue continues to highlight not just the
violence, but its senseless nature as he realizes, “Shucks, in times like these [emphasis
mine] they’ll shoota nigger down just lika dog n think nothing of it. Tha shootin might
mean anything. But likely as not its jus some po black man gone…” (pg 64). Here Wright
carefully pairs the yellow water and the threatening sounds to highlight how, “in times
like these,” the black community—and especially those who cannot leave their land—are
in even greater danger than usual.
By moving from the narrator’s description to Mann’s first-hand account of white
violence, Wright validates the black perspective while subtly pointing out another
historical accuracy that is fundamental in his critique of southern life and institutions.
During the flood, acts of racial violence increased both in volume and severity, inside and
outside the Red Cross camps. For example, brothers Jim and Mark Fox were lynched and
burned in Mississippi after being accused of killing a sawmill superintendent. African
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American Dan Anderson was also lynched in Mississippi for unknown reasons. It is
worth noting that The Defender attributed the act to white “wrath…aroused over the
recent flood” (Parrish 46). Among the worst acts of violence was the murder of John
Carter in Little Rock, Arkansas in early May 1927. Carter was the victim of mob
violence, and his mutilated body was dragged through town and set on fire.27 The
increase in extreme acts of violence further illustrates how white supremacy was
emboldened during the natural disaster. Black bodies were both an outlet for white anger
and a commodity, reduced to a tool for rebuilding the levees. Though the Red Cross
camps were supposedly meant for refugees, racial violence there was just as bad. Black
refugees were often shot and murdered for refusing to do unpaid menial tasks in the
camps. One black refugee, Matilda Heslip, was ordered to wash and iron a soldier’s
clothes. After an argument that resulted in Heslip walking to her tent, a sergeant followed
her and beat her with a stick until her head split open and she needed stitches (Spencer
175-177). The National Guard was originally deployed to “help” flood victims, but
ultimately, there was no escaping the white violence carried out by the National Guard.
Marshall Dunbar was shot in the stomach and arm for defending himself in an altercation
with a soldier (Parrish 46). If refugees tried to leave the camp, the National Guard was
ordered to convince them to join the labor detail. One black refugee was shot and killed
simply for refusing (Spencer). J.W. Mershon, a black insurance agent, was murdered
after he refused to do levee labor because he wanted to uphold his duty to his clients
(Parrish 46). In other words, he was murdered simply for doing the job he was paid to do,
instead of voluntarily resigning himself to a reincarnation of slavery. It is clear, therefore,
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Parrish notes that this started a mass exodus of African Americans leaving the region. The next day, rail
tickets in Little Rock soared to $2,000 (46).
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that Wright’s references to the surrounding violence—no matter how brief these
references may be—are actually rooted in historically accurate accounts of the racial
violence that sharply increased during the flood. References to the gun shots in town, the
Red Cross, and “rounding up” men for labor are all attached to larger historical moments
and racial violence that structured the lives of black southerners at the time of the flood.
Mann’s consideration of such violence should thus be considered a dire warning of the
fate that likely awaits him.
The futility of Mann’s efforts to get his family to safety becomes apparent in a
long conversation with Bob, Mann’s grandmother, and their pastor as they realize that a
stolen boat is his only means of transportation during the flood. When he talks to his
family, the danger we’re anticipating grows closer and becomes more concrete. Mann’s
grandmother asks, “Whutcha gonna do, Mann? Yuh gonna take Lulu in the boat Bob
done stole? Yuh know them white folks is gonna be lookin fer tha boat. Sistah James boy
got killed in a flood just like this…” Though this is just a passing moment in their
conversation, it indicates that most of the community would have been familiar with the
violence that arises during natural disasters, and furthermore, the moment establishes an
intergenerational connection, suggesting that there is a long history and knowledge of this
problem. As they continue talking, Bob implores Mann not to go both because of the
potential violence and the seemingly unavoidable consequences. He pleads with Mann,
“Mann Ahm mighty scared yuhll git in trouble takin tha boat thu town. Ah stole the boat
from the Pos Office. Its ol man Heartfiels, n yuh know how he hates niggers. Everybody
knows his boat when they see it; its white n yuh couldnt git erway wid it” (69). It is no
coincidence that the boat—which is their only means of escape—is white. It is perhaps
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the most noticeable color on the water, a fact that seems to further solidify the
inevitability of Mann being caught. In addition, the white boat is a reminder of white
ownership and wealth. Bob then tries to further convince Mann by reminding him of the
increasing violence they’re surrounded by:
N lissen, theres trouble a-startin in town, too. Tha levees still overflowin in the
Noth, n theys spectin the one by the cement plant t go any minute. They done put
ever nigger they could fin on the levee by the railroad, pilin san n cement bags.
They drivin em like slaves. Ah heard they done killed two-three awready whut
tried to run erway. N ef anything happened t yuh, yuh just couldn’t git erway,
cause two mo bridges done washed erway this mawnin n ain no trains runnin.
Things awful bad there in town… Everwhere Ah looked wuznt nothing but white
men wid guns. They wuz a-waiting fer the soljers when Ah lef, n yuh know whut
that means. (69)
This passage is worth quoting at length because, in addition to expressing knowledge of
the violence that awaits them, it foreshadows the institutional violence perpetrated by the
Red Cross later in the story. Bob is right to be wary of the white men with guns, as they
represent a threat to both their lives and freedom. Black men being picked up at random
and forced to work was a typical experience during the flood. If they did not comply,
either soldiers or law enforcement took extreme measures to make sure they did. Take,
for example, Louis Davis who was arrested as a vagrant when he did not immediately
comply. He was then forced to work for three days on the levee and kept in jail at night
(Parrish 41-42). Perhaps most striking about Bob’s plea is the implication that they can’t
get away from the forces of white supremacy surrounding them, and because the bridges
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have washed away, they also can’t escape the natural environment that poses immediate
danger to their well-being. The two pervasive threats have thus merged into one deadly
force that grows stronger as the flood continues. Bob’s final plea of “n yuh know whut
that means,” illustrates the communal understanding of the heightened danger that comes
with flooding, which is informed by the history of the Mississippi and the experiences of
black southerners living along the river. Given the years of violence and generational
trauma inflicted in the south, it is unlikely that any black southerner wouldn’t have
somehow experienced such violence themselves, or at least know someone who had.
Implicit in Bob’s “yuh know whut that means,” is the underlying notion that everyone
knows what that means.
The communal gathering in Mann’s home epitomizes this shared understanding
through coping mechanisms, such as singing and religion, which have been foundational
to the black community since slavery. After Elder Murray leads prayer, they sing “Down
by the Riverside,” which is noteworthy because this traditional hymn has a long history
dating back to slavery, and importantly, it projects both anxieties about and love for
significant rivers that have played some role in the black community, especially in
relation to religion. T.S. McMillin writes, “The riverside of the song suggests baptism in
the holy waters of the New Testament and also evokes the Old Testament crossing of the
river Jordan into the Promised Land, ‘the fulfillment of the covenant’ and the promise of
rebirth. To go down by the riverside is to take the first step from this world toward the
next in order to be with God” (44). I would argue that, given the tendency to associate the
Mississippi with the river Jordan in the 19th century, Wright is specifically integrating
this song to highlight the tension over what the Mississippi means in the black
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community. “Down by the Riverside” reflects a desire to find a balance between
maintaining dignity in death and recognizing the river’s destruction, which Mann
eventually does. Just as the song suggests, Mann ultimately lays down his “sword n shiel/
Down by the riverside.” However, Wright’s depiction of Mann in this scene indicates his
skepticism about religion’s ability to solve the problems the black community faces. As
they pray, Mann is only considering his family’s safety, as he wishes “with all his heart
that Elder Murray would hurry up and get through with the prayer, for he wanted to be in
that boat” (72). Mann is rooted in the material reality of his situation and the knowledge
that, while praying or singing may provide temporary comfort, it will not get his wife to
the hospital. Mann is concerned with a different river than the one Elder Murray sings
about, because unlike the abstract, spiritual nature of the river Jordan, which Mann has
only heard about, the Mississippi is all-too real. Implicit in the juxtaposition of the two
rivers is Wright’s critique of the religious paradigm. Singing about the river Jordan does
not comfort Mann in the slightest; instead, he is only consoled by the idea of using the
boat to travel the flooded Mississippi river in the hopes he will get his family to safety.
By providing insight into how the Mississippi River challenges Mann’s economic
and physical mobility, Wright also highlights how it challenges his abilities to protect his
family as the head of his household. Using the Mississippi Flood as his focal point,
Wright draws attention to the lack of institutional support provided for black families
during the natural disaster. While Mann feels pressured to provide for his family and get
them to safety, he is constantly battling with the Jim Crow realities and the institutional
disregard for black lives that surround him. As the flooding river constricts Mann’s
mobility, he must also deal with the added pressure of being the male head of household.
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As his wife struggles in labor, Sister Jeff repeatedly implores, “Yuh gotta do something,
Brother Mann” (65). Mann responds, “Ah don’t know whut t do,” yet he knows it is his
responsibility to take care of his family in the face of this natural disaster. He recognizes
their dire circumstances, acknowledging they have “No money. No doctah. Nothin t eat.
N bob ain back [with the boat] yit” (65-66). This brief acknowledgement doesn’t
adequately describe the desperation of Mann’s situation. It is true that Mann and his
family have no money, healthcare, or food; however, it is also true that they have nothing
at all: no phone, no electricity, no transportation, no support, and soon, after the flood has
done its damage, they will likely have no home and no farm. This would have been true
of most black families at the time. Not only were they dealing with the flood’s
destruction with no institutional support, but they were also dealing with the reality of
losing everything and being displaced. Despite the seemingly helpless circumstances
Mann is faced with, he resolves to go to the Red Cross anyway and find a way to help his
wife and family. Though Mann’s inability to protect his family may seem individual, it
reflects Wright’s larger criticism of violence and the lack of protection for black families.
Once Mann and his family are in the boat, he’s forced to confront the
Mississippi’s violence, and we see Mann’s physical, mental, and emotional struggle to
make it up the river to the Red Cross, which in some ways, epitomizes in an extreme
form the exhaustion that accompanies being a black American in the Jim Crow south.
Wright’s description of the boat hitting the river’s current presents a mixture of Mann’s
physical fight against the water, his emotional response, and his resolve to keep fighting:
“He bent with the oars, straining, sweeping hard, feeling that now he must fight” (75).
Mann then meticulously plans how he will continue rowing the boat; he even times the
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strokes of the oars and determines what movements he will make to ensure he will be
able to continue his journey and get to the Red Cross in time to save his pregnant wife.
Again, it seems that the river is not simply a natural force limiting his physical mobility;
rather, it serves as a symbol for the other human forces that restrict Mann’s economic and
social mobility during Jim Crow. When Mann realizes he must actively fight against the
river—or the other larger societal forces actively working against him—in order to get
his family to safety and his wife to the hospital, he the makes conscious decision to fight
for his humanity and dignity as a black man in the south.
As Mann struggles against the river’s current, Mann’s wife, Lulu, is struggling
through her labor and fighting for the life of her unborn child. Wright juxtaposes black
male and female labor in this scene, but Lulu’s silent—and deadly—labor is especially
significant given its consequences. Like Mann, Lulu is also fighting against the river, as it
is the one thing preventing her from getting to the hospital. One of the most important
scenes in the short story occurs here as they both labor in the boat on the flooded river.
Heartfield and his family catch Mann in the stolen boat and immediately shoot at him.
Faced with the decision to save his family or die before they can get Lulu to the hospital,
Mann shoots and kills Heartfield. Moving away from the threat of immediate danger,
Mann continues rowing, and as he looks around “hopelessly in the darkness” he finally
thinks to check on Lulu. Grannie responds, “She sleep, Ah reckon” (82). It seems more
likely, though, that Lulu has already died. Whether from a gunshot wound or her
prolonged labor, we cannot be sure. In either scenario, it seems that her surrounding
environment is at least partially responsible. Susan Scott Parrish writes that during the
1927 flood, “lower-income black women, men, and children experienced—among human
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groups—the most direct physical consequences of the ambient danger: the wider
geography of distress collected especially in their bodies” (41). This scene exemplifies
how a “wider geography of distress” affects black bodies: Lulu has been in labor for days
because her family has no resources, no means of getting to safety. Moreover, the Jim
Crow conditions in the south prevent her from getting proper medical treatment. The
environment surrounding Lulu, the violent Heartfield incident and the flood’s destruction,
act on Lulu’s body; as a pregnant, poor black woman, she belongs to the most vulnerable
class of people. Her death on the river is representative of how vulnerable populations
suffer more during times of crisis, and is thus significant in Wright’s ultimate goal of
depicting the how the flood affects black southerners specifically. Given the
circumstances, and especially the ending of the short story, this should lead us to consider
whether or not Lulu and her unborn child finally reached freedom, albeit in a bleak and
unjust way.
Wright implicitly contrasts Mann’s physical labor on the boat with the forced
labor that surrounds him (and the slave labor that took place on the river for years). As
Mann works to get his family to safety, an underlying question lingers in the background:
what kinds of labor will Mann have to carry out once he reaches the Red Cross? The
potential for heroic strength and effort to save his family is also potential for being
abused. The inevitability of his being forced into a second kind of slavery is clearer as the
book progresses. Because the Mississippi Flood was the primary topic of black and white
newspapers alike, the contemporaneous audience would have been familiar with the labor
conditions surrounding the natural disaster. Although white and black newspapers both
reported on the Red Cross’s involvement in the flood, the accounts were vastly different.
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For example, the New York Times described the Red Cross as an organization that was
heavily invested in providing food, clothing, and shelter for all flood refugees. Their
description paints a picture of a selfless, color-blind organization devoted to helping the
flood victims with “unlimited supplies” and “shelter for every man, woman, and child.”28
In contrast, outlets such as the Topeka Plaindealer, writing for a mostly black audience,
published opinion pieces openly criticizing the organization for their poor treatment of
black southerners. Editor Nick Chiles penned an open letter to the President of the Red
Cross condemning their discriminatory practices, which included feeding and clothing
the black refugees sparingly. While the accounts of the Red Cross’s involvement were
divided along racial lines, the white media publications consistently neglected reporting
on the living and working conditions for black southerners. Wright’s depiction of Mann’s
struggle to survive during the flood stands in stark contrast from the white-washed
narratives of white media outlets. Instead, Wright creates a story that reflects—and
further interrogates—the concerns voiced in black media outlets like the Plaindealer.
Almost a hundred years later, we know that the underreported conditions, and the
condemnations that appeared in black publications, were not only true, but actually worse
than what was originally reported. John M. Barry writes extensively about the Mississippi
Flood of 1927, and he highlights the vast amount of labor that went into trying to prevent
flooding, particularly along the levees. As the rain continued, the Mississippi and its
tributaries began to flood, so much so that water was running over the top of the levees.
Hundreds of men, most of them black, were conscripted to add sandbags to the levee to
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This glowing review of the Red Cross appears in L.C. Speers’ New York Times article, “The Red Cross
Takes Up a Titanic Task” (May 8, 1927). Speers’ reporting here is also the most detailed account of the
Red Cross that appears in the Times during and after the flood.
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stop the flooding. This labor, however, was not compensated or even voluntary. It was
forced, and as Barry points out, many black men were held at gunpoint to ensure they
would continue working on the levee (200-201). After the levees broke and the flooding
continued, police rounded up hundreds of black men and transported them to the levees
to continue working and rebuilding. Those who were paid for their labor were paid a
mere seventy-five cents a day—less than people were paid to pick cotton (Barry 206).
While some were picked up and forced to labor on the river, others walked into their
enslavement by seeking out help from the Red Cross “relief” camps. The relief camps,
which were also referred to as concentration camps, became sources of violence shrouded
under the cover of federal assistance. In “Down by the Riverside,” Wright reflects the
labor exploitation and its disproportionate impact on the black community through
Mann’s character. Early in the novella, we are warned of how black men are being picked
up to work on the levees. Later, in Mann’s interactions with the Red Cross, we see an
example of the implications this exploitation had on black men and their families.
The Mississippi River forces Mann’s confrontation with the Red Cross, a
supposedly benevolent, charitable organization that is in fact destructive. The scene in the
Red Cross is a glimpse into the realities of how the organization treated black refugees,
which is especially unique since large, national newspapers neglected reporting such
details.29 A sign greets Mann, when he finally reaches the Red Cross, which reads, “FOR
COLORED” (87). It is a literal and figurative sign that serves as a reminder that Mann’s
black body can only inhabit specific, predetermined spaces. Though in the moment Mann
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The New York Times was perhaps the most prominent national newspaper that failed to mention such
details. In addition to those previously referenced, articles such as “Again the Old Dragon Fumes,” (May 1,
1927) and “Capital Confident of Checking Floods” (May 21, 1929) do an exceptionally poor job of
reporting the relief camp conditions, and in fact, fail to mention the racial dynamics at all.
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seems hopeful and relieved to have finally made it up the Mississippi River to seek help,
he is almost immediately, and dismissively, told that his wife is dead. Mann doesn’t even
have time to process this information; instead, a white soldier splits up his family and
enlists Mann to go work on the levees against his will. Having just travailed up-current
through a flood only to find out his wife was dead, Mann pleads with the soldier:
“CAPM, PLEASE! HAVE MERCY ON ME, CAPM!... AHM TIRED! LEMME GO
WID MAH FOLKS, PLEASE!” (92). The emotional plea is of no concern to the captain,
who is simply trying to find more black bodies to increase labor on the river. The white
soldier justifies his decision with a condescending explanation: “Aw, c mon, nigger!
What in the hells wrong with you? All the rest of the niggers are out there, how come you
don’t want to go?” (92). This scene presents Mann’s inevitable fate during the flood. The
Red Cross officer’s total disregard for Mann’s suffering is not surprising; the continued
abuse of black labor and the indifference to black suffering have long been intertwined.
In the officer’s response we see how the urgency of the flood justified a renewed sense of
white entitlement to black labor.
Through his fictional, but historically accurate, account of the Red Cross, Wright
demonstrates how a long historical precedent, especially along the Mississippi River,
contributed to the normalization of such poor labor conditions. Exploiting black labor
was, of course, nothing new. However, the Mississippi flood both allowed such
exploitation to continue and increase. After the flood, the levees had to be rebuilt and
improved so the Federal Government began the Mississippi Flood Control Project
(MFCP), which established levee camps that primarily employed black male workers.
These camps quickly developed reputations for violence and the expendability of black
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labor (Mizelle 128-9). As I’ve previously noted, racial violence increased during the
flood, both inside and outside of the camps. However, the Red Cross relief camps became
a sort of microcosm for the racial violence occurring on a larger scale. Robyn Spencer
writes, “The threat of social violence—lynching, Ku Klux Klan violence, etc.—that faced
black people in the larger society if they stepped out of ‘place’ was reproduced in the
relief camps as a form of social control” (177). Though Mann is not yet in a relief camp,
we see this in Wright’s brief mention of the Red Cross; the officer exerts control over
Mann’s emotional well-being by undermining his grief, and he also controls Mann’s fate,
forcing him to work on the levee. Wright’s brief mention of the Red Cross is a subtle
critique of the organization that would have been understood by black readers, and
perhaps new or surprising to white readers. Given the organization’s strong reputation
among white media outlets, any further criticism of Wright’s part would have likely been
condemned or dismissed as unrealistic by white readers, a possibility that runs contrary to
Wright’s goal in publishing “Down by the Riverside.”
Despite the hard work they required, the Red Cross camps, MFCP, and other
forms of forced labor did not pay enough to provide a living wage; if anything, such labor
barely offered a supplemental source of income. Mizelle points out that it was near
impossible for levee camp workers to escape poverty, and in addition, they were often
labeled criminals, thus preventing them from getting other jobs or achieving economic
mobility. The flood provided the excuse for a reexpansion of Jim Crow, and the
prominence of such camps demonstrated the federal government’s complicity in using
black men as forced laborers. While Wright does not necessarily focus on the aftermath
of the flood, he nonetheless depicts Jim Crow economics as institutionalized and
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systemic; he gives no indication that conditions could change or improve. It is significant,
though, that he limits his story to focus only on Mann’s trials rather than the flood’s
aftermath. This focus makes “Down by the Riverside” Mann’s story; it begins and ends
with him. In addition, Wright’s decision to exclude the flood’s aftermath mirrors the
reality of the Red Cross’s communal involvement (or lack thereof). The Red Cross
wasn’t concerned with the flood’s aftermath for black southerners; they were solely
concerned with the well-being of white southerners and farmers. Rehabilitation efforts
were focused on white neighborhoods and communities, while black southerners were
nothing more than tools for labor; their bodies were disposable, and their humanity
wasn’t a concern. Wright undermines this dynamic by ending the story after Mann’s
death, rather than during the aftermath. Wright leaves readers with an example of a black
man escaping the grips of the institutional violence that is to follow; instead, his
protagonist ends his story still holding on to what dignity he has left.
As is typical of Wright’s work, Down by the Riverside describes how naturalistic
forces continually undermine the free will of black Americans. In Uncle Tom’s Children
and Native Son alike, questions of free will are complicated by systemic racism and its
consequences, and this becomes further complicated if we consider how free will is
challenged by the surrounding landscape. I do not wish to suggest that only the river itself
is controlling Mann’s free will. Rather, that the Mississippi’s flooding literally and
figuratively opens the floodgates for the white supremacist forces that control him. By
structuring the novella around the Mississippi River flood, Wright presents a setting and
historical event that exposes the raw truth of structural and institutional white supremacy,
making it clear that racial boundaries, Jim Crow law, and labor abuse are heightened—
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rather than disregarded—during life-threatening natural disasters. Some of the events I’ve
described thus far allow us to see how larger forces of racism and white supremacy act
against Mann. Yet this is not a comprehensive list; more instances throughout the novella
demonstrate this. For example, the flood physically confines Mann, yet he has no money
or resources, because as a black man in the south, he is denied access to such privileges.
He thus has no boat and Bob must steal a white man’s boat for him. He does not have
ready access to medical services. He is forced to work on the levee alongside all the black
men in town, and he is forced to resort to violence to save his family. Mann
acknowledges the attacks on his free will early on, as he watches the river rise,
contemplating his dire circumstances, and the narrator tells us: “It just did not seem fair
that one man should be hit so hard on so many sides at once” (63). This is perhaps the
most important concept that appears frequently throughout the novella. White supremacy
is so pervasive that Mann has no means of escape; it even extends into the landscape
itself. Ultimately, Mann gets no choice about what he does or how he expresses his
masculinity; he is driven solely by his survival instinct, and more specifically, he is
driven by his desire to survive in the face of the white supremacist forces that are
attacking him from all sides. Furthermore, these white supremacist forces are precisely
what make him resort to violence. Mann does not have the free will to decide whether or
not to shoot Heartfield. He must do it if he wants his family to have any chance at
survival.
The only time we see Mann have any sort of free will is in his death. He makes
the decision to run for the river, where he dies. Wright frames the event in terms of
Mann’s interior thought, so we hear his voice (in addition to the narrator’s) at one of the
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most crucial moments in the story. The combination of the narrator’s voice and southern
dialect allows Wright to establish a connection with the southern blacks living in the
Mississippi Delta, and again, we see how Mann represents black men in general. As
Mann recognizes the hopelessness of his situation, he strategically thinks, “Yes, now!
Yes, through the trees! Right thu them trees! Gawd! They were going to kill him. Yes,
now, he would die! He would die before he would let them kill him. Ahll die fo they kill
me! Ahll die… He ran straight to the right, through the trees, in the direction of the
water” (123). Mann does not reach the river; he is shot and falls dead right before he
reaches the water. Significantly, though, Wright integrates Mann’s voice at this crucial
moment in order to demonstrate that this was a conscious decision on Mann’s part. We
witness his thought process, and in that moment, we can see how choosing to die allows
him to resist the destructive forces that have controlled him thus far. The story ends with
the soldiers standing over Mann’s body on the riverside: “One of the soldiers stooped and
pushed the butt of his rifle under the body and lifted it over. It rolled heavily down the
wet slope and stopped about a foot from the water’s edge; one black palm sprawled
limply outward and upward, trailing in the brown current…” (123-124). Mann doesn’t
quite make it to the river; the soldier pushes him there, almost as though he’s disposing of
his body. But the placement of Mann’s body and the description of his limp hand, spread
“outward and upward, trailing” the water, is strikingly more peaceful than any other point
in the story. There’s a sense of calmness that’s associated with Mann’s finally reaching
the river and finally having some type of control over his destiny. A bleak reading of
Mann’s death suggests that the Mississippi is claiming yet another black life; it is
extending the dangerous role it maintained in slavery to the 20th century. However, even
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though the river’s destruction is apparent, Mann has died on his own terms. While the
river forces us to consider living conditions under Jim Crow, it also forces us to confront
the harsh realization that, for black Americans during this time period, death is really the
only means of escaping oppression. Mann’s minor act of resistance in the face of
heightened Jim Crow aggression underlies the whole collection: How do black
Americans—and particularly black southerners—maintain their selfhood as it’s
constantly being denied and undermined? Mann is able to maintain his dignity by running
for the river—a luxury that was not available to most men during Jim Crow, and
especially not during the Mississippi Flood. Using Mann’s inner dialogue and southern
dialect, Wright goes out of his way to explicitly humanize Mann, thus making the
audience consider the impact of Jim Crow on daily black life in the south, and in a way,
providing a platform that was previously unavailable for black Americans who lived
through the consequences of the 1927 flood.
Mann’s initial feeling of “being hit so hard on so many sides at once” proves true
by the end of the novel, and it also reflects the attitudes that other black artists expressed
in their work, specifically as it relates to natural disasters, like the Mississippi Flood, or
historic events, such as the Great Migration. Around the time of Wright’s publication of
Uncle Tom’s Children, a variety of black artists also incorporated the Mississippi River
into their work. While my analysis in this chapter is primarily concerned with literary
representations of the Mississippi River, artistic representations of the river, especially in
blues music, were increasingly popular through the 20th century.30 Many blues singers
sang about the flood and its impact on southern black culture. Bessie Smith’s “Back-
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See Chapter 3 for more details regarding representations of the Mississippi River in blues music.
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water Blues” may have been the official, or most well-known, flood song, but a range of
other artists were recording similar records. For example, Charley Patton’s “High Water
Everywhere” became a huge hit, advertised regularly by Paramount Records to black and
white audiences. Patton sings about the rising flood and the “high water everywhere,” but
he also laments that he, and the rest of his community, can’t escape the flood. He sings,
“I would go to the hill country, but they got me barred.” In this single line, Patton reflects
the harsh reality that even safety is off limits to black southerners during times of crisis.
Similarly, Bessie Smith’s other hit song about the 1927 flood, “Homeless Blues,”
expresses a range of complex emotions toward the river. She confronts the Mississippi
River through her blues, singing, “Mississippi, you to blame/Mississippi River, I can’t
stand to hear your name.” We feel sadness and despair in her voice as she vocalizes her
antipathy towards the Mississippi. A sense of the confusion and hopelessness saturates
her words. Smith and the other blues artists highlight a long-existing tension between the
black community and the Mississippi; at times, we hear black artists talk about the river
with love, and at times, as is the case with those who sing about the 1927 flood, it’s with
hate.31
Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children gives a voice to black southerners who
struggled to maintain their humanity during a natural disaster that exacerbated Jim Crow
conditions. Like the popular blues music of the time, Wright’s collection of short stories
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Some blues artists, such as The Mississippi Sheiks, speak of the Mississippi Delta in mostly positive
terms, often evoking a sense of home and belonging. However, plenty of artists and writers—like Bessie
Smith or John Lee Hooker (in “Tupelo”)—are critical of the river’s presence and its impact on the black
community. Will Shade and the Memphis Jug Band also associate the river with their suffering in their
song “I’ll Get a Break,” which went on to be memorialized and covered by more popular, contemporary
blues artists such as Charlie Musselwhite. See Chapter 3 for more details regarding representations of the
Mississippi in blues music.
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paints a critical, nuanced picture of the 1927 flood that reaches across racial lines, to
white and black audiences alike, forever memorializing one of the biggest disasters to
ever impact the black community. All of these artists—Richard Wright, Bessie Smith,
Charley Patton, Jacob Lawrence, and more—provide reflections of black life that are
inextricable from the Mississippi River’s history, particularly in times of crisis. Rather
than dismiss these artistic productions as popular culture, we must mine them for
historical accuracies and details that have been previously overlooked or hidden by the
dominant narrative surrounding these crises.
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Chapter Four – “High water everywhere”: The Mississippi River in 20th Century Blues
Music

When Third Man Records released their two-part box sets, the “Rise and Fall of
Paramount Records, Vol. 1: 1917-1932” and “Vol. 2: 1928-1934,” in 2013, they
unveiled a wide variety of 20th century black recording artists, known and unknown. The
vast recording collections presented a large catalog of blues, country, and gospel music
to sort through; each box set came with over 800 digital recordings and 6 LP records.
Importantly, the catalogs were presented with books detailing the social and historical
conditions in which the musicians were operating. We learned of former slaves and
children of slaves who became blues musicians; we were able to read about the lives of
queer black women, such as Ma Rainey, who were forging their own path in a male
dominated music world. In addition, we learned more about the record companies’
mistreatment of the artists; though economic mobility became more feasible for some of
the artists, they were still underpaid and over worked, their voices commodified and
widely distributed, often without their knowledge. Third Man’s critical commentary
regarding the mistreatment and socioeconomic well-being of the artists is a marked
departure from the way John and Alan Lomax presented the blues and blues artists in
ways that overlooked their individuality in the name of “folk art.”32 Third Man re-
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John and Alan Lomax’s work and legacy are complicated. On the one hand, they preserved a huge part of
blues culture and music generally. However, they did so at the expense of many black artists. They rarely
paid them, often paraded artists around in costumes that promoted harmful stereotypes, and presented
material in a way that reinforced racist ideology. When I say “Lomaxian” here, I refer to the antiquated,
pseudo-objective ideologies that framed the Lomax field recordings. Though they attempted to appreciate
blues music and culture, they simultaneously undermined it by contextualizing the music according to
prevailing stereotypes. For example, John Lomax’s autobiography explains that he and his son purposefully
visited plantations, lumber camps, and penitentiaries in order to record the most “primitive” music. Lomax
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historicized the existing knowledge of these blues artists and the music industry,
presenting the material in a way that recognizes the exploitative system in which blues
artists were working, and thus they positioned themselves as a sort of Anti-Lomax figure
in the modern era. Third Man included extensive social commentary for good reason; for
we cannot truly understand the blues songs of the early 20th century without also
understanding the social, historical, and political conditions affecting the black
community, and by extension, black artistic production. Rather than control or
manipulate the meaning of the music, as the Lomaxes have, Third Man presented the
music with relevant historical material, such as old Paramount record ads and magazine
cutouts, allowing the audience to consider these blues songs in a new light. Instead of
overlooking the mistreatment of these artists, they considered how mass distribution
caused the further commodification of blues singers, which was to the advantage of white
record producers and executives. Ultimately, Third Man’s historical details and
commentary allow us to better understand individual artists and songs; it brings nuance to
each song and paints a more detailed picture of specific historical moments. An
intersectional approach to this material, and black artistic production in general, tells us
that not only do such conditions intersect with each other, but they also intersect with
geography, place, and the historical specificities that black artists were communicating.
Of the artistic representations of the Mississippi River, the blues is probably the
most pervasive; people who listen to the blues know, though perhaps don’t consciously
realize, that the Mississippi River is featured in many songs. In fact, my own realization
that I had heard stories about the Mississippi in blues lyrics was the impetus for this

writes that he enjoyed the feeling “carried across to Africa… as if I were listening to the tom-toms of
savage blacks” (101).
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project. Songs like “Homeless Blues” by Bessie Smith or “When the Levee Breaks” by
Memphis Minnie are continuously being passed down, recycled, and covered. A key
element of the blues is the musicians’ ability to add to, change, and signify on previously
existing songs. For example, that’s why there are at least 4 known versions of Robert
Johnson’s “Stop Breakin Down” and why different artists released popular versions of
“Traveling Riverside Blues” in the 30s, 70s, and early 2000s. This results in a widespread
familiarity with many of the songs, one that reinforces the universality of the blues. Such
universality results in “the blues” being used as a term to describe all of these songs in a
homogenous way, one that overlooks the uniqueness and specificity of each song. While
the blues undoubtedly addresses universal themes, and maintains characteristics specific
to the genre, the blues also speaks on specific historical moments, events, and feelings,
and I argue that this is especially true in terms of representations of the Mississippi River.
In addition, re-historicizing the blues in this way allows us to defy the white-washed
narratives of blues revivalists, who have projected a commercial, racialized meaning onto
the blues that both reinforces stereotypes and commodifies blackness.
My argument hinges on the notion of a traditional blues form and what we can
gather from closer examination. By “traditional blues,” I mean the standard twelve-bar
blues and its defining characteristics. Graeme Boone’s definition of this common blues
form is worth quoting at length:
Its stanzaic form is in three verses, of which the first two are identical or slightly
varied, producing an aab structure (rhyme scheme: aaa). Each verse is set to four
bars of music, with a fixed harmonic progression; as sung, the verse is of such a
length as to last for a little over two bars, leaving roughly two bars that act as an
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accompanimental response or respite. Together, the three statements make a total
of twelve bars for the entire stanza. The number of stanzas is not predetermined,
but depends on the song, or on the performer's improvised choice. Close variants
of the standard form, including refrain blues, and also the sixteen-, eight-, and
thirty-two-bar blues, differ in the relative length of their musical and poetic
phrases, but retain the same underlying chord progression (I IV I V I). (85)
In this chapter, I will refer to this definition as I discuss “traditional blues form,” and
more importantly, the ways in which artists subvert this traditional form. In looking at
nontraditional form coupled with thematic and lyrical choices, we can uncover more
nuance and details regarding specific historical moments and material conditions.
Other than form, one of the ways we have typically defined blues music is
through its common themes. Daniel Barlow’s conclusion that “blues lyrics of the first
half of the twentieth century demonstrate that the most prominent topics in blues lyrics
are love and relationships, movement, and anxiety about changes brought about by
movement” is both accurate and significant (137). These broad topics do reflect, on some
level, many blues songs of the 20th century. Graeme Boone is slightly more specific in
asserting, “the blues seem uncannily to distill the theme of self-determination, set in a
context of social adversity and expressed through the universal currency [emphasis mine]
of intimate personal relationships” (85). The term “universal currency” places the
relatability of the blues at the forefront; it makes the broad categories, identified by
Barlow and others, one of the most important defining features of the blues. Such
assessments are unequivocally important; these universal themes make people feel
connected to the blues. They document our history and give voice to the black
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community. However, I feel that it is just as significant to consider what might be
obscured when we reduce the blues to broad thematic categorizations such as love and
relationships. If we limit our definition of the blues to songs that express universal
themes within a context of hardship, what details and contemporaneous references are we
missing? While that definition provides a solid foundation for understanding blues music,
and one that is important, I argue that we must be even more nuanced in our examination
of the context surrounding blues songs and references hidden within their lyrics. Thus,
rather than adhere to the typical analysis of the blues, in which I would stress the
conventions and universality, this chapter examines the material and historical specificity
of the blues as a locus and archive of feelings towards the Mississippi.
One of the most foundational texts about the blues, Houston Baker’s Blues,
Ideology, and Afro-American Literature, creates a formulaic system to interpret blues
forms, lyrics, and themes. Baker provides a theoretical framework for understanding how
the economic and social conditions of black Americans are intertwined with blues
vernacular. He conceives the blues as a matrix which he describes as “a point of ceaseless
input and output, a web of intersecting, crisscrossing impulses always in productive
transit” (3). For Baker, the blues matrix is simultaneously economic and linguistic, social
and formulaic. It is not an exaggeration to say that Baker’s blues theory has informed the
bulk of blues scholarship. In fact, this chapter draws from Baker’s notion that the blues is
inextricable from the social and economic conditions in which it was produced. Unlike
Baker, however, I am less concerned with how blues vernacular appears in literature, and
more concerned with what the blues lyrics alone tell us about specific cultural moments
and historical events.
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Though references to the Mississippi River in blues music span the 20th century,
my analysis will focus on early-mid 20th century blues records because they provide
perhaps the biggest selection of songs, and because the emerging popularity of “Race
Records” during that time period lead to the creation of much original content.
Additionally, this time period coincides with significant historical events that the artists
often reflect in their music. The sole focus of this section is blues music because of its
historical utility in expressing the hardships of black Americans.33 The songs chosen for
analysis provide the most insight into the complexities of how black Americans, and
black Southerners in particular, felt about the Mississippi River. The wide variety lends
nuance to how we understand the Mississippi River’s role in the everyday lives of black
Americans around the turn of the century, as well as how the Mississippi came to be a
unifying force for the black community during hardship and natural disaster. I argue that
representations of the Mississippi River in blues music express both individual and
communal hardship during specific historical moments. By considering the historical and
material specificity of early 20th century blues songs, we can see how black artists
respond to the Mississippi’s long, oppressive history in slavery and natural disasters in
ways that are complex and innumerable. For example, the 1927 Flood and the
mistreatment of black steamboat workers are moments that inspired a new kind of
creativity in the blues, often in a way that subverted the commercial expectations of black
blues artists. By expressing their contemporaneous relationship with the river, black
musicians also simultaneously express that the injustices happening to them personally
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I have also chosen to focus only on blues music here because I discuss the Mississippi in gospel music at
length in Chapter One. Chapter One examines perceptions of the Mississippi River and the ways such
perceptions appeared in gospel music. More specifically, I examine how the river served as a symbol of
freedom and was regularly associated with the River Jordan.
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are happening to everyone else who shares their oppressed status, and more specifically,
those who share their geographical location as well. In doing so, blues musicians of the
20th century establish a network of personal, local, and national connections to the black
community in a way that enforces solidarity between black Americans at large, which in
turn subverted the exploitative record market. It would have been near impossible for
black artists to navigate the network of record companies, producers, executives, field
recorders, and distributors in a way that secured their fair pay and treatment; recording
songs that documented the black experience, affective connections, and specific events or
moments in a fundamentally black way allowed artists to transcend that oppressive
market by rewriting their history on their own terms. The crux of my argument, therefore,
hinges on the necessity to move past the homogenous, universal blues described above,
and towards a framework that considers social, historical, and material details of each
song individually. Such details may then be considered on a communal or national scale
in order to grasp the scope of what each artist is communicating. Furthermore, the
disadvantaged, typically lower-class background of blues musicians puts them in a
unique position of expressing the affective connections of average black Americans.
While there is still something to be gained from analyzing the canonical literature of
authors such as Toni Morrison and Richard Wright, southern blues musicians, like Bessie
Smith or Charley Patton, offer a first-hand experience of the Mississippi that is perhaps
the most accurate reflection of contemporaneous relationships between common black
Americans and the river. The songs chosen here are by no means a comprehensive list of
all the blues songs about the Mississippi River; rather, they are a small sample of songs
that illustrate the complexities of the affective connections between black Americans and
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the Mississippi. While some of these songs consider specific natural disasters, such as the
Mississippi Flood of 1927, others consider the river’s relationship with labor, mobility (or
lack thereof) on the river, and individual feelings towards the river.
One of the most pertinent examples of how the blues could document both a
historically specific moment as well as contemporaneous feelings and observations
appeared in songs about the Mississippi Flood of 1927, which often documented the
horror and inequity made worse by the flood’s disproportionate impact on the black
community. As we will see, it would be a mistake to characterize these songs as a mere
portrait of the flood’s damage; rather, the songs go beyond that to consider how the
flood’s destruction intersected with larger systems of oppression. Furthermore, because
the blues allows for a fluid, reciprocal movement between the individual and communal,
it is an ideal outlet for artists to creatively express themselves while also providing
insight into widespread struggle. As Angela Davis explains in Blues Legacies and Black
Feminism, the blues has the ability to transform “individual emotions into collective
responses of adversity” and “transcend the particular circumstances that inspired them
and become metaphors about oppression, while the aesthetic distance achieved through
music forges a consciousness that imagines community among the people who share
glimpses of the possibility of eventually moving beyond oppression” (111). In the case of
the Mississippi Flood of 1927, the blues served as a way for individual musicians to
express their community’s hardship and shed light on the lack of institutional help or
support. Most songs about the flood leave us with the impression that the black
community was quite literally stranded, left to struggle through the flood alone. The only
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note of hope we see lies in the possibility of surviving the natural disaster against all
odds. That hope endures in the form of song.
One of the most popular songs of the time, Blind Lemon Jefferson’s “Rising High
Water Blues,” is a striking example of a community trying to survive the 1927 flood
despite being abandoned. Jefferson recorded his song in April of 1927, which coincided
with the increasing power and destruction of the flood. I am including the full lyrics of
Jefferson’s “Rising High Water Blues” here in order to provide clarity in my analysis:
1

Backwater rising, Southern peoples can't make no time
I said, backwater rising, Southern peoples can't make no time
And I can't get no hearing from that Memphis girl of mine

2

Water in Arkansas, people screaming in Tennessee
Oh, people screaming in Tennessee
If I don't leave Memphis, backwater spill all over poor me

3

People, since its raining, it has been for nights and days
People, since its raining, has been for nights and days
Thousands people stands on the hill, looking down were they used to stay

4

Children stand there screaming: mama, we ain't got no home
Ohhhh, mama we ain't got no home
Papa says to the children, "Backwater left us all alone"

5

Backwater rising, come in my windows and door
The backwater rising, come in my windows and door
I leave with a prayer in my heart, backwater won't rise no more
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The instrumentation, rhythm, and AAB pattern of “Rising High Water Blues” follow the
typical blues format, and thus, it sounds like a standard blues song. I would argue,
however, that this is precisely why the song is so unsettling and powerful. Jefferson takes
the standard blues pattern that we are used to and subverts it by packing it full of harsh,
violent lyrics that document just how bad the flood’s devastation was for black
southerners. Throughout the song, Jefferson’s voice is powerful and strained, making his
words seem pressing and urgent. He paints a bleak, disastrous scene that contrasts with
the song’s medium to fast tempo. The tension that lies in that contrast packs more
meaning into Jefferson’s words, and it is perhaps what makes the seemingly normal song
darker and more unsettling.
The haunting, unsettling feeling pairs with harsh, descriptive language to
challenge the notion of a homogenized, universal blues. While “Rising High Water
Blues” certainly captures themes that many southern blacks could relate to, the portrait
Jefferson paints and the language he uses is a lot more severe than much of the language
used by his contemporaries. For Jefferson, the damage is simultaneously personal,
communal, and national. Describing his personal feelings of being trapped by the water,
he sings, “back water rising, come in the windows and doors.” As he repeats the line, it is
clear that the water is both physically and emotionally inescapable. The image brings to
mind a scene from Wright’s “Down by the Riverside” (which I discuss in Chapter Two),
when Mann looks out to see the water surrounding him and getting higher. In both cases,
the protagonists realize they have nowhere to go. The water has infringed on one of their
most personal, vulnerable spaces, their home, and they are left helplessly watching.
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As Jefferson considers family trauma, his words and blues form illustrate the
sheer horror of the flood. He describes a scene of shock for the entire community:
“Thousand people stands on the hill, looking down where they used to stay/ Children
stand there screaming, mama, we ain’t got no home.” Jefferson then “worries the line”
when he repeats it with a slight difference, singing, “ohhhhhh, mama we ain’t got no
home.” While worrying the line is a common blues technique, here it is used to
emphasize the feelings of uncertainty for families who have lost their homes and
communities that have been destroyed. Interestingly, the meaning of “we” changes from
line to line. In the first line, the children scream “we ain’t got no home,” but in the
second line, it is the singer who says “we ain’t got no home.” The singer, therefore, takes
on those feelings of homelessness and despair. The meaning he embellishes in these lines
go beyond worrying the line for the purposes of repetition. Instead, it forces us to
consider the material realities of the flood, which entailed black families losing
everything they had. It suggests a deeply felt pain brought on by that specific event and
the realization that any personal property, whether its value was monetary or sentimental,
could be lost. He ends this scene of devastation and uncertainty with an image that is at
once personal and communal when he sings, “Papa says to the children, ‘Backwater left
us all alone.’” Unlike the aforementioned universal, relatable blues themes, there is
something about this moment that is distinctly different. It is unique only to those who
would have experienced the destruction of a natural disaster to such an extent, and in this
case, that means it is unique to black southerners specifically. Jefferson begins that line
with “Papa says to the children,” so as to place this conversation at the forefront of the
moment. White listeners, and especially those in the north, would have had no concept of
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what it meant for a father to be forced to have such a conversation with his children. The
second half of the line presents the father’s conclusion, “back water left us all alone.” If
we are to read between Jefferson’s lines, we can see that intrinsic to the father/children
conversation are the questions: “where do we go?” and “how can we rebuild from here?”
The devastating, personal moment reflects a scenario that many other black families
would have shared. Furthermore, the line “back water left us all alone” presents the “back
water” as a character capable of action. It is not an abstract discussion of a natural
disaster or bad weather in general; it is a direct statement that the back water left them
with nothing. The back water infringed on the privacy of their home, jeopardized their
safety, and destroyed all of their property. This moment in the song, therefore, presents
the Mississippi as an entity capable of acting.
Jefferson also maps out specific places in the south as a way to shed light on the
black families and communities who are suffering most during the flood. As he
references multiple geographic locations, he essentially builds a network of
disenfranchised black southerners, all of whom are dealing with the flood’s repercussions
with no support. He begins his song, “backwater rising, southern peoples can’t make no
time.” Given the context, it is clear that “southern peoples” more directly refers to the
black community in the south, as they had little to no resources or assistance. He then
sings, “water in Arkansas, people screamin in Tennessee.” It is not by chance that
Jefferson references these two places in particular. Both of these places suffered from a
lack of resources that left thousands of people starving and without shelter during the
flood. According to wires sent to Secretary of War Dwight F. Davis, roughly 5,000
people in Forest City, Tennessee were without shelter and food, while another 6,000

95

people in Helena, Arkansas were “absolutely without food.”34 Jefferson, therefore, not
only presents the flood’s destruction as being widespread, but he also gestures towards a
solidarity that crosses state lines, almost as if to speak to other black southerners hurt by
the flood, letting them know they are not alone. In referencing various southern locations,
musicians were first establishing the flood as a national problem. But more than that, they
were describing the conditions that impacted the entire black community
disproportionately. In doing so, black artists we able to exercise their agency to an
unprecedented extent; despite the network of economic abuse within the record industry,
artists still widely distributed a message that documented the natural disaster in a way
that valued black households and safety. Communicating the existence of a network of
disenfranchised black Americans across state lines allowed musicians to simultaneously
depict individual, communal, and national lack of resources and mistreatment during the
flood.
In order to understand the historical, social, and geographical specificities that
artists were trying to convey it is particularly important to understand the geography of
the blues. Just as the history of the Mississippi Flood of 1927 is important in
understanding the material realities of the flood, the geography of the south is important
in understanding how representations of the Mississippi invoke specific landscapes and
spatial meaning. The landscape—and the southern landscape in particular—was attached
to unique black experiences, trauma, and history from slavery to the early 20th century
when the blues was growing in popularity. Geography and place are inextricable from the
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John M. Barry’s Rising Tide: The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How it Changed America
presents the text of these wires from Arkansas Senator Caraway and the Mississippi Flood Control
Association.
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blues, in that they define both the sound and context of the music. We can trace the
origins of the blues first to Southern plantations, and then all the way back to Africa. The
enslaved workers taken from Africa brought their own musical traditions with them to the
US, where they were expressed in the Southern fields during long days of labor. In this
communal labor setting, the music that “came from every part of Africa touched by the
slave trade” combined to develop “a hybridized musical language that distilled the very
essence of innumerable African vocal traditions” (Palmer 33). Robert Palmer explains
that field recordings gathered in parts of Senegal, Ghana, the Cameroons, and other areas
affected by the Triangle Trade share many characteristics with this “American hybrid”
(33). It’s worth noting here, therefore, that the movement of the blues from Africa
through the Middle Passage to the US and through the Mississippi Delta (and beyond) is
a pattern that mirrors the global and national movement of slaves. Much like the
waterways used to transport slaves, the blues is fluid in its movement, reach, and
geography.
Subgenres of the blues are largely defined by geographical region. For example,
the Chicago blues’ electric, harmonica-heavy sound derives from the slide guitar and
more basic harmonica sounds of the Delta blues, partially because the Chicago blues
sound was developed after southern blacks moved North during the Great Migration. The
Memphis blues, Alabama blues, and Texas blues also all have unique sounds that are
specific to their locations.35 Thus, sound and musical characteristics alone are not the
only distinguishing features of each genre; rather, these sounds are tied to the specific
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The Memphis blues, while still guitar based, often incorporates jug bands and other simple
instrumentation, including washboards, harmonicas, or mandolins, and at times, verges on the Country
blues genre. The Texas blues, however, relies heavily on the guitar to construct bridges and solos, and
mostly (especially now) features an electric guitar.
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geographical regions that influenced their development. Furthermore, the geography of
the blues intersects with significant historical and social events that have informed black
life in America. The history of the southern plantations that shaped the blues is
fundamental to the lyrics and music. For instance, because slaves had no instruments,
they adopted the Juba or “hamboning,” to keep time and add a percussive element to their
songs. Similarly, the Jim Crow “convict system,” which essentially re-enslaved black
36

men during Jim Crow by pressing them with false charges in order to ensure free labor
for prisons, railroads, and farms, also influenced the blues music of the time. In addition
to popularizing labor songs sung by chain gangs, it inspired songs about the labor camps
themselves, such as Booker (Bukka) White’s “Parchman Farm Blues” (1940). Therefore,
just as geography is inextricable from the blues, so too are the surrounding sociohistorical
conditions.
Additionally, if we follow the Mississippi and trace the Great Migration patterns,
we will notice that different blues genres have developed along these routes. Take, for
example, the Delta Blues. The region the Delta Blues hails from is geographically
defined as two hundred miles of low, flat land sandwiched between the Mississippi, to the
west, and Yazoo river to the east. Francis Davis argues that “what defines the Delta both
as a place and state of mind is its topsoil, dark and deep and composed of alluvium
deposited by the Mississippi over centuries. It’s soil historically associated with cotton,
though the Delta hasn’t really been a cotton kingdom for a long time now” (20). The
implication here is that it isn’t mere geography that defines the genre, but rather the
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In 12 Years a Slave, Solomon Northup explains, “The patting is performed by striking the right shoulder
with one hand, the left with the other—all while keeping time with the feet, and singing.”
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history of labor attached to the land is what defines the music as genre. In contrast, the
Chicago blues developed in 1950s Chicago, right after the Great Migration resulted in
black families moving up north en masse. The Chicago blues was created after more
traditional southern blues was changed to match its new, urban environment and the
changing times. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Mississippi River is featured in so
many blues songs. The Mississippi’s long history, from building the Cotton Kingdom to
natural disasters forcing mass evacuations and movement north, has consistently exerted
force and control on the black community, particularly in the south.
With this geography in mind, we can better understand how Charley Patton and
other artists integrated the southern landscape into their blues as a way to convey
individual feelings and attachments to the land in the early 20th century, despite the
danger it held and the ensuing natural disasters. Charley Patton’s unique character placed
him in a good position to communicate both hard truths about the south as well as
abstract, sentimental feelings towards the same landscape that put his life—and the lives
of other black southerners—in danger. Patton’s “High Water Everywhere” is one of the
most well-known songs about the 1927 Flood, perhaps because of Patton’s reputation as
“The Father of the Delta Blues.” Collectors and scholars alike hail Patton as one of the
most significant musicians of the 20th century, despite the fact that not much is known
about his life.37 Nonetheless, he has been the subject of continual speculation and interest,
likely because of his place as the creator of the Delta blues. It was his innovative guitar
techniques and lyrics that earned him that place, and we see those in full form in “High
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At this point, what is known about Patton’s life is more mythology and theory than fact. The basis of
most of these stories are just oral accounts of Patton’s appearance and performances. In fact, only one
known picture of Charley Patton exists, and nearly everything we know has been shaped by other
musicians and his friends.
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Water Everywhere, Part 1 and II.” In fact, for the last 50 years, “High Water
Everywhere” has been one of Patton’s most reissued tracks (Paramount 240). In both
songs, Patton’s scratchy, though deep and powerful, voice and his guitar picking have
just as much of an effect on audiences as the lyrics do. In fact, the tone and musicality of
Patton’s songs are just as, if not more important than, the lyrics alone. The two songs,
however, are markedly different, despite being two parts of the same song, “High Water
Everywhere.”
In “High Water Everywhere, Part 1,” Patton depicts himself running through the
Delta, searching for safe land in the midst of the flood. The strange nature of the song
mirrors Patton’s own bizarre reputation, and while it would be easy to group “High Water
Everywhere, Part 1” with flood songs or simply Delta blues songs, a close look at the
details proves it is much more than that.
1

The back water done rose all around Sumner, lord, drove me down the line
The back water done rose at Sumner, drove poor Charley down the line
And I'll tell the world the water done struck Drew’ses town

2

Lord the whole round country, lord, creek water is overflowed
Lord the whole round country, man, is overflowed
(Spoken: You know, I can't stay here, I'm bound to go where it's high, boy.)
I would go to the hill country, but they got me barred

3

Now looky now, in Leland, Lord, river was rising high
Looky here, boys around Leland tell me river is raging high
(Spoken: Boy, it's rising over there, yeah.)
I'm going over to Greenville, bought our tickets, good bye

4

Looky here, the water dug out, Lordy, levee broke, rose most everywhere
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The water at Greeville and Leland, Lord, it done rose everywhere
(Spoken: Boy, you can't never stay here.)
I would go down to Rosedale, but they tell me it's water there
5

Lord, the water now mama, done struck Shaw’ses town.
Well, they tell me the water done struck Shaw’ses town.
(Spoken: Boy I’m going to Vicksburg.)
Well, I’m going to Vicksburg on a high mound.

6

I am going on dry land where water don’t never flow.
Well, I’m going on a hill where water, oh, it don’t never flow.
(Spoken: Boy, Sharkey County and Issaquena’s drowned and inched over.)
Bolivar County was inchin’ over in Tallahatchie’s shore.
(Spoken: Boy, I went in Tallahatchie. They got it over there.)

7

Lord, the water done rushed all over that old Jackson Road.
Lord, the water done raised up over the Jackson Road.
(Spoken: Boy, it got my clothes.)
I’m going back to the hill country. Won’t be worried no more.

The song’s fast tempo and his slightly offbeat, frenzied singing dramatizes a search,
seemingly riding the wave of chaos that swept over southerners. Patton’s hectic
movement through the song—both in terms of the lyrics and rhythm—mirrors that of
both rising water and black southerners desperately trying to escape. Nearly every verse
describes the water’s movement as it is “overflowed” or “risin high,” and Patton paints a
picture of a very specific moment during the flood; it is the moment when the scope of
the damage is becoming clear, and black southerners who were affected had only a brief
window of time to save themselves. The quick progression of concern mirrors the song’s
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quick, frantic progression. Patton begins by singing, “The back water done rose all
around Sumner, drove me down the line/ The back water done rose at Sumner, drove
poor Charley down the line/ And I'll tell the world the water done struck Drew's town.”
Yet, the next verse has already moved to considering much larger implications: “Lord,
the whole round country, lord, creek water is overflowed/ Lord, the whole round country,
man, is overflowed.” The repetition here is important, as it ascribes more significance to
the flood, heightening the urgency and broadening the scope. The first two stanzas also
introduce us to the idea that Patton does not feel attachment to just one particular place,
person, or family; he is concerned with the entirety of the Delta, his friends, and telling
the whole world what is happening.
A common reading of “High Water Everywhere” is that Patton’s sense of urgency
is individualistic; it is not a reflection of his concern for the black community, but rather
it is rooted in concern for his life alone. Blues scholar Robert Palmer argues, “But in the
recorded versions of ‘High Water Everywhere,’ as in ‘Tom Rushen Blues,’ Patton found
public events truly meaningful only insofar as they impinged on his private world—his
perceptions, his feelings” (75). I’d like to suggest, however, that this reading of the song
that is inconsistent with the implicit and explicit concerns Patton lays out here. In the first
stanza, Patton sings “Lord, I’ll tell the world the water done struck down Drew’ses
town.” On first glance, “Drew” seems to be a person, perhaps Patton’s friend or a random
name that is representative of the many other black men whose towns are flooded. It is
more likely, though, that “Drew’ses town,” refers to the town of Drew, Mississippi near
Dockery Plantation where Patton grew up. Patton was not living in Drew at the time, yet
he still expresses his concern about the water flooding Drew. Patton’s assertion that he’ll
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“tell the whole world” about it could be figuratively, but I believe it should be taken
literally. Patton was one of the most popular blues artists of the time so this song—and by
extension his commentary about the flood—would have been widely distributed.
Furthermore, the song’s tempo and tone are chaotic because they reflect a specific
moment in which black southerners were frantically fleeing the area or attempting to find
shelter. While Patton certainly had personal experience with this moment, it is impossible
that he wouldn’t be aware of black struggles on a familial, communal, and national level.
Unlike some of the more personal songs that addressed a communal struggle with the
flood, Patton also considers how the outside world and forces of white supremacy
infringe on the community with the flood. For example, a single line such as, “I would go
to the hill country but they got me barred,” illustrates how systemic racism intersects with
the natural disaster to confine mobility and disregard the safety of black southerners.
Patton’s “High Water Everywhere” extends itself from the personal (“poor Charley”), to
the local (“The water was rising up in my friend’s door”), to the national (“The whole
round country”). More importantly, only Patton could use his reputation to get people to
listen to such a unique, strange song that carried with it a message about the flood’s
aftermath.
In contrast, “High Water Everywhere, Part II” is restrained; the chaotic
uncertainty has shifted into a dismal uncertainty, in which Patton repeatedly reports
seeing people “sinkin down” and drowning, but has no idea what to do about it.
1

Backwater at Blytheville, backed up all around.
Backwater at Blytheville, done struck Joiner town.
It was fifty families and children. “Tough luck, they can drown.”
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2

The water was rising up in my friend’s door.
The water was rising up in my friend’s door.
The man said to his womenfolk, “Lord, we better go.”

3

The water was rising, got up in my bed.
The water was rolling, got up to my bed.
I thought I would take a trip, Lord, out on the big ice sled.

4

Oh, I hear the horn blow, blowin’ up my shore
(Spoken: Blowin’, couldn’t hear it.)
I heard the iceboat, Lord, was sinking down.
I couldn’t get no boat, so I let ‘em sink on down.

5

Oh-ah, the water rising, islands sinking down.
Sayin’, the water was rising, airplanes was all around
(Spoken: Boy, they was all around.)
It was fifty men and children. “Tough luck, they can drown.”

6

Oh, Lordy, women is groanin’ down.
Oh, women and children sinkin’ down.
(Spoken: Lord, have mercy.)
I couldn’t see nobody home, and wasn’t no one to be found.

Part II departs from Part I in two significant ways: 1. We’ve moved past the initial chaos
of the flood and towards evaluating the damage, and 2. The tone is much different. The
medium tempo and slow pace with which Patton sings indicate a sense of sadness and
resignation. Considering both the musicality and lyrics together leads us to conclude that
as the flood continues, the whole community knows that they are likely to “sink and
drown.” This is further emphasized in the first stanza—and later repeated in stanza five—
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when Patton sings, “It was fifty families and children/‘Tough luck, they can drown.’” It is
clear that this is not Patton’s voice, but rather, he is assuming the voice of those systems
determining who does and doesn’t get institutional support. In these lines, we see Patton
essentially reenacting the conscious decision to let black southerners drown. He
sandwiches the line between “It was fifty families and children” and “the water was
rising up in my friend’s door” or “Oh, Lordy, women is groanin’ down,” which
effectively conveys both the threatening danger of the flood as well as the resulting
deaths. In doing so, he highlights just how egregious it was to leave behind an entire
community.
By the end of “High Water Everywhere, Part II,” the uncertainty is resolved; the
community is certain that they are on their own, left to struggle—or drown—with very
few resources. At this point in the song, almost everything—families, children, boats,
islands—has been described as “sinking down.” Now, in this last stanza, he tells us that
even women and children, the groups who would be saved first in this situation, are
“sinkin’ down.” The line is followed by a spoken voice in the background that pleads,
“Lord, have mercy.” But we then find out that there is no mercy when he responds,
singing, “I couldn’t see nobody home, and wasn’t no one to be found.” This juxtaposition
illustrates that there is no one to turn to: authorities have resolved to let people drown,
there is no divine intervention, and Patton has no resources stop the destruction. Instead,
we are left with a bleak final image of nothing; homes are destroyed, and there’s “no one
to be found.” While the overall impression of Part II is that Patton has lost hope, Parts I
and II combined tell us more about the flood’s presence in the Delta.
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“High Water Everywhere, Parts I and II” also present strange geography, with
nebulous connections spanning the Delta. I believe Patton explicitly and intentionally
mentions these places. “Part I” references Leland, Mississippi, which would have been
about 25 miles from the “Dockery Plantation” where Patton grew up.38 “Part I” then
moves to Greenland, Mississippi. Both areas are too flooded, and so “Part I” ends with
Patton making the trip to Blytheville, Arkansas. “Part II” picks up the journey in
Blytheville, AR and ends in Marion, Mississippi (which is located on the outskirts of
Meridian, Mississippi). This list of cities throughout the Delta is complicated by the fact
that Patton apparently didn’t reside in any of these cities during the flood. Though where
Patton was during the flood isn’t confirmed, fellow blues musician Son House thought
that Patton was in Rolling Fork, Mississippi (Paramount 240). The two parts of “High
Water Everywhere” thus present an interesting network of connections across the Delta.
It is, of course, possible that this is a very practical list of places where Patton’s family or
friends lived. However, regardless of Patton’s own personal connections to these
locations, it is clear that he’s naming them as part of the geography specifically impacted
by the flood of 1927, places that his audience would have recognized. With limited
means for accessing high land, and even more limited means of transportation, it is
curious that Patton would depict himself (or the song’s narrator) moving through a
variety of cities en route to safety. Patton’s integration of specific southern cities, many
of which are small, lesser-known cities, anchors him into the lives of poor, black
southerners who were in towns that were overlooked during the flood. While roughly
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The Dockery Plantation is a rather mythical place. Once a cotton plantation, it later became home to free
black families post-slavery. Patton and his family moved there around 1900, and other blues musicians,
including Son House and Howlin’ Wolf are rumored to have lived and/or hung out there. It thus became
known as the “birthplace of the Delta blues.”
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330,000 people were rescued, “large numbers of African Americans were left stranded on
top of the intact sections of the levees” so that someone would be left behind to labor on
the levees and remaining crops.39 His reference to these forgotten communities not only
further solidifies the connections he feels to other black southerners, but also highlights
the egregious discriminatory treatment during the flood. Just as Patton sarcastically
assumes the role of systemic oppressor in “Part II,” here he sarcastically develops a
fantastical scheme to seek safety and dry land by traveling all across the Delta. It isn’t
until we get to the last verse of Part II that we realize his frantic traveling was futile.
Patton’s song attempts to remember and draw attention to the communities most
impacted by the flood, thereby subverting the market that has consistently profited from
his labor. Though Paramount profited from the mass distribution of his record, and
underpaid him in the process, Patton maintains his agency by creating a tangible,
historical record of what really happened to his community, one that reached black and
white households alike and is still available for public consumption to this day.
Bessie Smith was another artist who released seemingly “typical,” universal blues
songs, but in fact, her songs were calculated in the way they conveyed particular stories
and incidents that told an unseen history. As one of the most popular artists of her time,
Smith penned flood “anthems,” such as “Homeless Blues,” “Backwater Blues,” which
many have argued are reflections of the 1927 flood’s aftermath.40 Both of these songs
were widely enjoyed across racial lines, and thus on the surface, seem as though they are
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This appears in an RMS Special Report titled, “The 1927 Great Mississippi Flood: 80-Year
Retrospective,” which reflects on the flood’s impact and how much it would cost in modern day.
40
In “Homeless Blues” Smith confronts Mississippi River, almost as though she is just beginning to
understand its violence. (I discuss this song at length in Chapter Two.) “Backwater Blues” went on to be
just as popular, especially later after it was covered by Lightin’ Hopkins.
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typical pop blues meant to sell records.41 As we shall see, however, Smith purposely
packaged the details of the painful material conditions black southerners were suffering
through in a digestible way. In order to understand the gravity of “Backwater Blues,” it is
important to understand the scope of Bessie Smith’s reach. Smith was in her heyday in
early 1927 (Scott Parrish 125). Her records were being distributed across the U.S. and
enjoyed in white and black homes alike. Covering a performance at Club 81, the
Pittsburgh Courier stated, “Miss Smith is a great favorite in Atlanta. Few white homes
here are without her records,” and the night of the performance, “whites filled the house.”
Such reviews were nothing out of the ordinary, as Smith was regularly performing for
both white and black audiences alike. This widespread notoriety is precisely what made
Smith the perfect person to spread information about the flood and its impact on the black
community; she reached huge audiences across color lines, and these audiences actually
listened to what she said. For some of her white listeners, “Backwater Blues” may have
been the first time they were hearing about just how bad flood conditions were for black
southerners. I would argue, therefore, that Bessie Smith’s recording, and wide
distribution of, “Backwater Blues” was another way for her to subvert traditional power
structures, specifically the existing narratives about the flood that ignored or downplayed
black suffering.
Smith took great care in writing “Backwater Blues” precisely because of this;
with such a large audience, Smith had a responsibility to convey the flood’s damage in a
way that would adequately capture the experience of black southerners. Susan Scott
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I use the term “pop blues” to refer to the easily digestible race records that were marketed across racial
lines, particularly by Columbia and Paramount Records. These songs typical featured a female protagonist
mourning the loss of her man, or a male protagonist singing about hardship, gambling, and the south. These
artists include people like Mamie Smith, Ma Rainey, and Blind Blake, among others.
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Parrish recounts a story from Maud Smith, Bessie’s sister-in-law, about witnessing her
pen the famous song:
“As Maud Smith remembers it, ‘Bessie came in the kitchen one day, and she had
a pencil and paper, and she started singing and writing.’ As she sang and wrote,
wrote and sang, she figured out the words she wanted, which vowels to vault into
and which to compress, which words to give the uneasy flats and which the
temporary resolutions. She made syntax stretch and shrink to fit a four-bar phrase,
and figured out with lines needed repeating… All of that attention mattered, for
what Bessie Smith was writing, as she walked around her row house in
Philadelphia, was soon to become the anthem of the Great Mississippi Flood.”
(125-126)
This passage is worth quoting at length because it illustrates just how much care Smith
took when writing the song, which also indicates that every single word, sound, and
syllable are purposeful. Smith made the musical choices in the song with intention, and
thus, it is worth thoroughly examining the details of the song. In her discussion of
“Backwater Blues,” Susan Scott Parrish writes, “As it invited identification with a female
refugee (a “poor old girl”), offered a neutral natural history of disaster, and brought an
aural rendition of extreme weather to far-off listeners’ ears, it invited a complex vicarious
experience of the event” (126). While Parrish’s assessment is accurate in some ways, I
would argue her use of the word “neutral” is slightly off base. For it would be impossible
for Bessie Smith to offer a “neutral” history of the disaster. The words she sings and her
mere presence is shrouded in social and historical markers. As a black woman from the
South, who managed to secure economic mobility, she is anything but “neutral.” The
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unjust economic conditions—and by extension environmental conditions—are (at the
very least) implied in all of her lyrics, even those which are simple descriptions of the
flood. It is true that Smith had far-reaching access to different types of audiences and so,
in a way, she was educating people of all backgrounds. However, it is impossible to
extricate her own positionality as a once poor, southern, black woman; this background is
part of what makes the song so powerful. Furthermore, Smith notably used her mobility
and fame as a way to subvert traditional norms and power structures. For example,
Smith’s queer female relationships were well-known, though not regularly discussed, and
her ability to negotiate for higher pay was something that most black female blues singers
were unable to do.42
“Backwater Blues” focuses on the aftermath of the flood and how people are
coping as they attempt to escape. Despite the fast pace of the piano and the typical AAB
blues format, Smith’s tone and emphasis on certain words make “Backwater Blues”
haunting. Bessie Smith’s voice conveys an inescapable pain, a sense of being trapped that
is mirrored by her lyrics. Smith’s opening lines describe the setting of the song, or the
flood’s setting more generally: “when it rains five days and the skies turn dark as night/
Then trouble is taking place in the lowlands at night.” These opening lines help us
visualize the social stratification that accompanies the flood. Smith would have been very
familiar with black neighborhoods situated in the “lowlands,” or flood prone
neighborhoods. Smith grew up Blue Goose Hollow, a low-lying neighborhood in West
Chattanooga, situated between the Tennessee River and the city’s railroad tracks (Scott
Parrish 128). Smith also continued to travel to flooded cities in order to play shows, even
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traveling by boat when necessary. A lifetime of experiences would have left Smith wellversed in “how Jim Crow urban planning invariably left African Americans more
exposed not only to industrial waste and insect-borne diseases but also to periodic
inundation” (Scott Parrish 128). Thus, we should understand the opening of Smith’s song
as being primarily concerned with disadvantaged black southerners.
The picture Smith paints in “Backwater Blues” is one of a hopeless refugee whose
actions are being determined by the natural disaster surrounding her. She sings, “I woke
up this morning, couldn’t even get out of my door/ That’s enough trouble to make a poor
girl wonder where she want to go.” Like Mann in “Down by the Riverside,” her mobility
is both literally and figuratively constricted; she has no options for escaping the flood. In
addition to being surrounded by the water, she is faced with a rather existential and
material question: where do I go now? Furthermore, the use of the word “wonder,” makes
the question seemingly open ended and precarious. Smith then extends this concern to the
rest of her community, singing, “When it thunders and lightnin' and the wind begins to
blow/ There's thousands of people ain't got no place to go.” The when/then structure of
this verse makes the event causal: when this happens, then thousands of people, as in
entire communities, have no resources or back up plan. I would argue that this is the most
striking, candid moment in the song because it reflects the real lived experience of
southern blacks in a very direct way by presenting a cause and effect relationship of
natural disasters that is deadly. Angela Davis explains that songs such as Smith’s
“preserve a tragic moment in the history of African Americans. They also preserve and
reflect a cultural consciousness that was capable of transforming such tragedies into
catalytic events, rather than cosigning them to historical memory as merely private
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misfortunes” (111). Smith’s flood anthem allowed her to memorialize the event in a way
that placed the experience of black southerners at the forefront, essentially rewriting the
history of the Mississippi River and 1927 Flood. Rather than accepting the dominant
(white) narrative about the flood as it was presented in contemporaneous news outlets,
Smith crafted a narrative that demanded we consider the suffering of black Americans
during the flood and commit it to our historical memory forever. Smith’s ability to turn a
song about the Mississippi Flood’s impact on black Americans into a national anthem is
one of the many ways in which she subverted traditional expectations of a black female
blues singer, and as Davis points out, it is one of the ways she turned tragedy into an
opportunity to educate her large audience.
The final lines of the song stand out, not just because of their difference in form,
but also because of the dire consequences. Twice, she repeats, “Backwater blues done
called me to pack my things and go.” She places emphasis on the fact that the flood has
forced her out of her home; she has no choice but to move away from the flood to save
herself, which also means leaving everything behind. In addition, this allows her to
establish connection between the blues, mobility, and better understanding the
surrounding socioeconomic conditions. It is clear that all three are interconnected; both
the river and her status as a black woman have resulted in her displacement, and the blues
offer an outlet to express her feelings about it. In the final verse, Smith repeats,
“Mmmmmm, I can’t move no mo’.” These final lines are remarkable in their sadness; we
sense her feelings of resignation, which have been predetermined by the realities of being
a poor, black southerner during the flood. The narrator, like other southern blacks at the
time, is stuck in place not just by the flood, but by her social position. She ends by
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reminding listeners that black Americans dealing with the repercussions of the flood have
no physical, social, or economic mobility to help them. In doing so, she gives a voice to
many black southerners who were feeling trapped by both their environmental and social
surroundings. Bessie Smith, therefore, was working against the universal blues themes of
the early 20th century, as she was both vocal and critical in her protest of the conditions
black Americans were forced to deal with.
Blues artists of the 20th century were not simply discussing the aftermath of
natural disasters, discrimination, and other common blues themes. Some artists instead
chose to address specific forms of systemic oppression that arose as a result, such as
levee systems and concentration camps. For example, Lucille Bogan’s “Levee Blues,”
specifically documents the levee camps and the damage they’ve done to her family.
Recorded in March 1927, it comes right on the heels of the flood, and would have been a
topic on many black southerners’ minds, mostly because displaced families, and
particularly men had to work in levee camps for little to no pay.43 The song opens to
overwhelming sadness as Bogan sings, “Down on the levee, Camp number nine/ You can
pass my house, honey you can hear me cry.” Along with the lyrics, her low voice and
long, drawn out syllables add to the melancholic nature of the song. Bogan holds the
words “Camp number nine” and “cry” longer than the other words. It forces us to sit with
them, sensing her despair; she seems at a loss. Bogan positions the levee camp as the
source of her sorrow. She continues, “I never had no blues until I come by here/I’m going
to leave this camp, you can go start right here.” It is significant that Bogan locates the
source of her blues in the levee camp; given everything else that black Americans were
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suffering through at the time, we are to conclude the treatment, abuse, and discrimination
black southerners faced in the levee camps were incomparable. For Bogan, the Levee
camp blues are contagious; her whole family has them, and once in the camp, there is no
escaping.
Bogan ends the song with a final critique of the institutional discrimination and
mistreatment as she sings, “I ain’t found no doctor/ Ain’t no doctor in this whole round
world/ Just to cure the blues, the blues of a levee camp girl.” Bogan is singing about a
very real phenomenon: the lack medical attention and healthcare for black Americans.
Medical attention would have been even less accessible during the flood, especially for
those who couldn’t leave the levee camps. Think, for example, of “Down by the
Riverside,” when Mann tries to navigate the flood waters via a stolen boat just to get his
wife to the hospital. When he finally does arrive, his wife dies during child birth, and
Mann is automatically enlisted to work on the levee. Between the forced labor with no
pay, refusal of resources, and physical abuse, levee camps did irreparable damage to
black families in the south. While the levee camps are perhaps a secondary concern to the
immediate damage the flood was doing, they greatly compounded the “natural disaster.”
What happened in the levee camps was particularly egregious because black southerners
were forced to work on the levee in order to save what was left of the cities and prevent
further flood damage. However, despite their forced labor, black workers were not the
beneficiaries of any of the resources that helped people survive the flood. Instead, they
were basically human shields of sorts, put in place to help secure white bodies, white
health, and white households. Southern blacks would have been very familiar with the
danger of levee camps at the time; this is why we see it appear as a regular occurrence in
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Wright’s “Down by the Riverside,” and why it was regularly critiqued in other blues
songs as well. Though they were not as popular as other contemporaneous flood songs, a
growing number of songs about levee camps were recorded at the time, likely because
this is where some of the most egregious labor abuses were happening in the 20th century.
“Levee Camp Moan” by Texas Alexander (1927), “I am All Out and Down” by
Leadbelly (1935), and “Levee Camp Blues” by Son House (1941) were among the most
popular; all of these songs document labor abuses and the mistreatment of men and
women working and/or living in the levee camps. The increase in songs about levee
camps and labor coincides with the increase in levee building and repairing post-flood,
and thus, in the years following the 1927 Flood, levee camps and their exploitation
become a more immediate, pressing issue for the black community.
Memphis Minnie’s “When the Levee Breaks” also took on a specific element of
the flood’s destruction. Originally recorded by Minnie on June 18, 1929, the song
describes the anxious anticipation of the levees breaking during the flood and the
impending destruction. Memphis Minnie’s version of the song is largely forgotten and
underappreciated; instead, most people are familiar with the 1971 Led Zeppelin cover
that made the song more mainstream. While Zeppelin’s crashing cymbals and droning
guitar may have been a more accurate sound to capture the chaos of the flood and
breaking levees, their detached reworking of the lyrics undermines the real lived
experience that singers like Memphis Minnie were trying to convey. Minnie was right in
the middle of the flood and in the path of destruction when the levees broke. Her sisterin-law, Ethel Douglas, recounts the experience and the anticipation that accompanied
living on the levee: “When we lived on the levee, right near Walls, [Minnie] and her
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oldest brother lived with us then. The levee did break, and we left from there. I’m sure
that’s what she was singing about ‘when the levee broke’ ‘cause we were scared to death
when it broke, 1927. The levee broke and the water come over” (Garon 26). Moreover,
like many others, Minnie and her family were forced to evacuate to survive. Douglas
explains, “Me and my two little children left and went to Walls, up on the hill there. ‘Kid’
and them, they come on to town. When the water went down, we went back” (Garon 26).
Though Douglas’s telling seems rather straightforward, her words shroud the precarity of
the situation. With their home on the levee, Minnie and her entire family had to anxiously
anticipate the moment when it would finally collapse. Once the levee did break, they had
nowhere to live, and they were likely aware of the lack of resources available to them for
rebuilding in its aftermath.
“When the Levee Breaks” expresses not only that anticipation, but also the
endless struggle against what she knows is inevitable. Her use of “when” in the title
indicates a certainty that the levee will break, but they just don’t know how soon or what
to do when it does happen. “When the Levee Breaks” presents a temporality that is
suspended between when it begins raining and when the flood we’re expecting will
happen. We do not get a picture of the before or after, but rather we experience the
feelings of being stuck in between the two. “When the Levee Breaks” thus provides an
interesting perspective of a black southerner lingering in the middle ground of the flood.
We hear that nervousness in the song’s tempo, which doesn’t sound happy, but instead
sounds rushed and frazzled; coupled with the lyrics, it sounds like she is at her wit’s end.
Similarly, Minnie’s voice sounds composed; her words and tone are even, her voice low
and measured. But considering the lines back to back makes the song seem more frantic
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and uncertain. The opening lines, “Now look here mama, what am I to do?” are genuine;
they reflect the reality of having no options for safety or help, and the line is repeated for
emphasis. She then moves into the next verse which perhaps best captures the insecurity
black families would have been feeling at the time. She sings, “Well all last night, I sat on
the levee and moan/ thinkin about my baby and my happy home.” In these lines, we get a
spatial image that is reminiscent of the in-between temporality of the song’s title. The
narrator, or Minnie herself, is sitting up on the levee, looking down at her home knowing
she is at the next marker of disaster. The narrator physically positions herself above the
impending damage, yet her mind, affective ties, and material possessions are within that
site of damage. Thematically, we get the sense from these lines that the levees are very
personal for her; she lives and works on the levees, and although they are destructive,
these lines seem to indicate a sort of affective attachment to them. The levees are,
unquestionably, dangerous, yet they are where she returns to sort out her thoughts in
peace. Furthermore, the experience is more personal because of the ways in which the
levees breaking affect her family; Minnie still needs to keep her family safe even as she is
watching her home be destroyed by something out of her control. It’s worth pointing out
here that in the Led Zeppelin version of the song this line seemingly refers to a
male/female relationship, rather than material concerns such as losing your house or other
property. Unlike Minnie’s original version, Zeppelin’s cover sexualizes words like
“mama” and “baby.” This is a primary example of how detached Zeppelin’s version of
the song was from the realities of the historical event. The continued reproduction and
circulation of the more generalized Led Zeppelin cover obscured the song’s context, a
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moment when black southerners had to confront the possibility that they would likely
lose family possessions, property, and even safety.
As the song continues, Minnie’s abstract dilemma becomes a harsh material
reality that doesn’t just affect her, but also the majority of her community. She vocalizes
this with a line she repeats often through the song: “If it keeps on rainin, the levees goin
to break/ And all these people will have no place to stay.” This realization inspires her to
action. She then moves from thinking about the levee night and day to working on the
levee night and day, which continues (and is repeated in a later verse) through the rest of
the song: “I worked on the levee, mama both night and day/ I ain’t got nobody to keep
the water away.” On the one hand, this could be taken quite literally: she—and other
disenfranchised black southerners—have no institutional resources or outside help. She
can only rely on herself and her community to do something to protect everyone. On the
other hand, we can also interpret this as the song’s protagonist (whether that is Minnie
herself, or a stand in for the black community at large) forsaking God. As she says
earlier, “cryin won’t help you/prayin won’t do you no good.” She knows that this will
happen regardless of her faith; the harsh reality of the situation is that she can’t escape the
levee or the flood’s damage. Thus, she begins to rely only on herself: “I worked on the
levee, mama both night and day/ I worked so hard to keep the water away.” This moment
presents an interesting connection to “Down by the Riverside.” Like Mann, the song’s
protagonist realizes that there’s no use in putting faith in a higher power while their
family is in danger. Instead, like Mann, saving their family and friends becomes an
individual and communal mission.
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The final lines of the song don’t indicate resignation, like several other flood
songs do. Instead, it expresses a hardening of spirit and frustration with the realities of
her situation. She concludes, “Oh mean ol levee, taught me to weep and moan/ Told me
to leave my baby and my happy home.” When Minnie claims the levee “taught” her it
seems to indicate that she didn’t truly know hardship or pain, or sing the blues, until the
levees broke and she was left with no other options but to leave her home, and possibly
even other people, behind. The levee becomes personified; it takes on its own role as an
actor in her life and the lives of the black community. The levee is active; it is mean, it
teaches her sorrow, and it tells her she must leave. Furthermore, it teaches her to “weep
and moan” through her song lyrics in order to express her feelings about the levee, as
well as its detrimental impact on her community. In this moment, we feel her resentment
of the levee as a person or character, rather than any type of resignation about what has
happened. In this way, Memphis Minnie’s “When the Levee Breaks” stands out from
many of the songs about the flood, as it documents a woman consistently fighting against
the systemic environmental and social injustices that the black community was forced to
endure, especially during natural disasters. On the other hand, though, Minnie owns the
disaster and is able to move beyond it through her singing.
Outside of the flood and natural disasters, blues artists address other aspects of
their lives that were determined or influenced by the Mississippi, particularly its
influence on labor and familial relationships. Ida Cox’s “Mississippi River Blues” (1924),
for example, depicts a range of feelings about the Mississippi that are unlike typical
representations of the river in that they address her personal struggles with her partner
and his absence due to his career as a steamboat worker. Though largely forgotten, the

119

song is heart-rending blues about a romantic relationship and the ways it is affected by
her “steamboat man” traveling up and down the river. The song begins, “Last night I lay
dreaming about the dream I can’t understand/I woke up this mornin’, worried bout my
steamboat man.” At this point, the “dream” she can’t understand is unclear; nonetheless,
though, we can conclude that her partner’s job working a steamboat on the Mississippi is
what’s putting distance between them. Cox goes on to describe the “back-biting” women
who “keep their teeth coming” for him and expresses concern about his dissatisfaction
with the relationship. Her concern, however, is increased by the boat’s movement up and
down the Mississippi and the fact that it stops in Memphis and is “goin down to
Jacksonville.” Furthermore, the song follows typical AAB structure, but manages to fit
other meanings between those lines. For example, in between the first and last AAB
lines, we hear the sounds of steamboat horns in the background. The steamboat horns
sound menacing and haunting in the background, almost as though Cox is reiterating to
us the dread she feels as the steamboat nears. For Cox, the Mississippi doesn’t represent
freedom or positive mobility; it instead simultaneously represents both the source of her
failing relationship as well as the source of her family’s income.
Indeed, unlike many other representations of the Mississippi, Cox seems to
present a sort of ambivalence about mobility. Whereas many black Americans at the time
would have been seeking jobs and housing up north during the Great Migration, Cox is
content to stay put in the south, in the hopes of repairing her relationship. Furthermore,
Cox makes it clear that traveling on the Mississippi takes on a whole new meaning for a
steamboat worker and his family. “Mississippi River Blues,” the menacing steamboat
horns, and melancholy tone indicate a feeling of not actually being mobile, but being
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trapped. Cox (or her character in the song) is trapped in a relationship full of unknowns.
She ponders questions such as: Is her man cheating? When will he return? Is he safe? In
addition, her man, though moving up and down the Mississippi is trapped in a steamboat,
forced to labor in poor conditions and remain underpaid for his work. “Mississippi River
Blues,” therefore, illustrates another, lesser discussed experience of southern labor during
the Great Migration, specifically for those living near and/or working on the Mississippi
River.
This type of strained relationship is actually better than was typical at the time;
working on a steamboat was one of the only desirable jobs available to black men at the
time. Furthermore, despite having to suffer from many poor labor practices in the
process, black steamboat workers served an important role in traveling the river, dating
all the way back to slavery. In Black Life on the Mississippi: Slaves, Free Blacks, and the
Western Steamboat World, Thomas Buchanan explains, “The western river world shaped
African American steamboat workers’ mentality and created the intellectual,
psychological, and material bases for broad networks that helped African Americans
survive slavery” (20). During slavery, black steamboat workers often helped runaway
slaves escape, and after slavery, many black steamboat workers gained paid employment
traveling the river, helping build the nation’s waterways, and transporting goods across
the country. Thus, while Cox’s song focuses on her individual relationship, it also
pinpoints a specific moment when steamboat labor was one of the few good jobs that
black men could get; however, it came with a cost to their wives and families.
Often what seems like the artists’ individual feelings towards the Mississippi
River actually tell us more about sociohistorical details surrounding river and its
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significance as a geographical landmark. Many analyses of blues geography tend to focus
on region, such as the Delta, but I argue we should also consider the Mississippi River as
a source that would have defined, inspired, and affected blues music because of its long
history in slavery and economic expansion. Artists such as Bessie Smith and Bull City
Red approached the Mississippi as a specific location that helped them understand more
about themselves, their traditions, and even spirituality. For Smith, the Mississippi River
became a way to express both her lived experiences and historical traditions. “Muddy
Water (A Mississippi Moan)” was one of the biggest hit songs of 1926, and it continued
to be recorded by various artists in the early months of 1927, before the flood (Smith 13).
Bessie Smith released her recording (on March 2, 1927), and she was followed by Evelyn
Preer.44 Though this is one of Smith’s more popular songs, I am interested in her lesser
known song, “Louisiana Low Down Blues.” Though often overlooked, it is a prime
example of the creativity with which Smith integrated the Mississippi into her blues.
“Louisiana Low Down Blues” is unique in both form and content. Interestingly, there is
variation between the verses, giving a sense of improvisation to the song, though we
know that Smith was particularly careful in crafting her lyrics, syntax, and structure. It is
worth pointing out, therefore, that not every verse in “Louisiana Low Down Blues”
follows the typical AAB blues pattern. Instead, we see multiple combinations, including
ABAC and ABBC. Such patterns allow Smith to place more emphasis on specific words.
For example, one verse is structured so that the Mississippi River is at the forefront:
“Mississippi river/ Mississippi river, I know is deep and wide/ Mississippi river, I know
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is deep and wide/ Won't be satisfied till I get on the other side.” The pattern of the verses
allows Smith to repeat “Mississippi River” in a clear, repetitive manner. It is thus the
focal point of the verse, causing listeners to think specifically about the expansive scope
and reach of the Mississippi River.
The content of the song is particularly interesting because it builds on old
traditional spirituals in an innovative, unique way. As Angela Davis explains, Smith’s
“Louisiana Low Down Blues” is “one of those rare instances in which allusions to
personal relationships are absent. It draws upon traditional imagery associated with the
spirituals, yet in an appropriately inverted fashion” (85). Smith combines
contemporaneous themes like the “low down blues” and the feeling of a “heavy load”
with religious imagery. One verse in particular echoes earlier spirituals whose narratives
were centered on crossing bodies of water to get to freedom and safety. When Smith
sings, “Mississippi River I know it’s deep and wide/ Mississippi River I know it’s deep
and wide/ Won’t be satisfied til I get on the other side,” she invokes religious slave songs
of the past, many of which include imagery of flight, ships, walking, and crossing rivers
“deep and wide” in an effort to get to the other shore where freedom awaits.45 In addition,
the lyrics are reminiscent of a journey on the Underground Railroad. Lines such as,
“Although the road is hard/ I’m gonna keep on walking until I get in my own backyard,”
and the repetition of “Goin to keep on trampin until I get on solid ground” indicate a long
journey to safety and comfort. However, while Smith incorporates such traditional
imagery and themes from past spirituals, she also contemporizes and inverts them. As we
find out later in the song, Smith is traveling south, not north; she is “Louisiana bound.”
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Unlike the traditional spirituals, whose journeys were meant to seek freedom in the north,
“Louisiana Low Down Blues” is a story of returning to the south, and in particular,
somewhere along the Mississippi River. Smith, therefore, also flips the traditional
meaning of the Mississippi River on its head; it is a location that, for her and many other
black southerners, signifies home and belonging. As Smith signifies on the river’s
meaning, she presents it in a new, more nostalgic light, one that is kind and forgiving
rather than resentful.
Unlike the more serious blues songs presented thus far, Bull City Red’s
“Mississippi River” is a humorous, tongue-in-cheek song about the Mississippi as a failed
source of guidance. The use of humor in the blues is not new or rare; though it sometimes
appears very subtly in blues songs, it can often be an effective technique for engaging
with the audience by signifying on a common idea, place, or event. In the case of
“Mississippi River,” however, we can interpret the humor surrounding the river as a
movement past the Mississippi’s oppression and towards dealing with or challenging it. It
is one of the first times we see the river presented in a light-hearted, sarcastic manner,
and I argue that such representation is more than a simple attempt to make their audience
laugh. Rather, the ability to take a long-standing source of pain, trauma, and exploitation
and transform it into a farcical character in a song indicates the perseverance and strength
of our community. Moreover, it gestures towards a need to create an individual coping
mechanism, in this case humor, in order to process both individual and shared trauma
related to the river. This is something we see portrayed in later representations of the
Mississippi River, including Toni Morrison’s Sula and Gayl Jones’ Corregidora. In that
way, we should interpret Bull City Red’s “Mississippi River,” as a sign that many artists
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were starting to move forward and create new, innovative ways to present and understand
the Mississippi River’s role in black life.
1

I called and I called, but I couldn’t make my baby hear
I wants to get me a lil boat and paddle away from here
I went down to the river and I walked it up and down
But I couldn’t find no place deep enough to drown

2

I said my mother is in heaven, walking and talking with the lord
And I’m down here, treated like a dog
I cried last night til my pillow got soaking wet
Some pretty woman out jumpin, she never caught ya yet

3

I decided I'd quit drinking whisky, cause the whisky make ya not too strong
I took two drinks last night and stayed up the whole night long
Mmmmm mmmmmm
Mmmhhmmm mm mmm mmm

4

Looka here pretty woman tell me what you gotta do
Give you my money, you puts it down in your shoe
I believe I done more for you than the good lord ever done
I went down and bought you some hair, the good lord didn’t give you none
The humor of “Mississippi River” comes from the deep exaggeration of the

narrator’s struggles and his inability to do anything right. The typical line set up is “I
wanted to do something, but…,” and those excuses are presented almost as tall tales,
saturated with unbelievable events that can’t actually explain daily behavior. The song
begins with the Mississippi River, and we travel through the narrative with the singer,
witnessing his failures, his blues, and his struggle to maintain his personal relationships.
The song opens to a man desperate to get a woman’s attention. He sings, “I called and I
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called, but I couldn’t make my baby hear/ I wants to get me a little boat and paddle away
from here.” The Mississippi River, then, is first an option for mobility, for a temporary
escape from his problems. He then transitions to the idea of the river being a means of
permanent escape, singing, “I went down to the river, and I walked it up and down/ But I
couldn’t find no place deep enough to drown.” Each time the narrator consults the river
for guidance or relief, his attempts are continuously thwarted. He has no money for boat,
and the river is allegedly not “deep enough to drown.” But of course, the Mississippi, “so
deep and wide,” is obviously deep enough. Bull City Red is thus making a joke out of
typical trope; the singer does not actually want permanent escape, but rather the
appearance of hopelessness. This continues to make more sense as the song continues,
and we learn he is simply trying to get the attention of a woman. As a result, we hear a
list of exaggerated actions in an attempt to gain sympathy and pity. For example, during
the middle of the instrumental break, we hear a long, drawn out moan, that does not
sound sad or powerful, but whiny.
At the end of the song, we realize the singer isn’t sad, but angry. The final verses
read as a man scorned who has given up on trying to impress his woman after so many
failed attempts. Here, we see the humor clearly, as the narrator shifts into making fun of
the woman he was supposedly trying to win back. He sings, “Looka here pretty woman
tell me what you gotta do/ Give you my money, you puts it down in your shoe,” and end
the song with, “I believe I done more for you than the good lord ever done/ I went down
and bought you some hair, the good lord didn’t give you none.” It thus becomes clear that
the whole song, the exaggeration, the whiny tone, was leading to the reveal of his final
joke. If we are to read a deeper meaning into this song, we can observe that the river as a
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focal point is a place to keep returning to for help, but ultimately, as we see, it falls short
of the singer’s expectations. However, I would like to suggest that the beauty of this song
is the normality with which the river appears; while it is, of course, a real place that
audiences would have been familiar with, here it functions as a trope that represents a
source of help and guidance. The song’s humorous integration of the river as a trope
allows for a light, ironic portrayal of the Mississippi River, unlike many other depictions
around the same time.
These are, of course, only a few examples of the ways in which the Mississippi
appears in blues music. Other iterations include “Mississippi Valley Blues” by Steamboat
Joe (1927), “Riverside Blues” by Sam Collins (1927), and “Mississippi Blues” by Charlie
Spand (1930). Additionally, one of the most popular blues songs of all time, “Traveling
Riverside Blues,” features the river as a prime focal point as the singer travels up and
down cities along the river, from Friar’s Point to Vicksburg to Rosedale. Though blues
legend Robert Johnson initially released the song, it significantly grew in popularity after
it was covered by Led Zeppelin and again later by Eric Clapton. Because blues music
offered a creative outlet to black artists in the early 20th century—a time of racial turmoil,
abuse, and systemic oppression—it became the perfect medium to express individual and
collective feelings regarding the many social, historical, and political issues that black
Americans were struggling with. Thus, it also became the perfect medium to express the
historical oppression attached to the Mississippi River and its evolving role in
contemporaneous black life.
In terms of the various artistic and literary representations of the Mississippi
River, those that appear in blues music are perhaps the most important. Unlike the
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canonized literature that I discuss in other chapters of this dissertation, the blues is the
most equalizing, accessible form of creative expression. Whereas only people of a certain
socioeconomic background would have the time or education to read the works of writers
such as Richard Wright and Mark Twain, the blues transcended social class and
background; it was shared not only through the distribution of records, but also in social
settings and shared communal spaces. The blues songs discussed here, therefore, are
perhaps the most widely shared representation of both individual and communal feelings
about the Mississippi River. The songs here must be recognized as more than just
“typical” blues songs, which convey universal themes in order to provide a “reflection of
the disruptions going on in contemporary African American social relationships” (Taft
196). Rather, each of the songs tells us something different about a specific historical
moment, material reality, or lived experience. By historicizing these songs and
considering such details, we are able to gain a more nuanced understanding of the
Mississippi’s role in black life as well as the sociopolitical environment that black
Americans were surviving. More importantly, this re-historicizing further honors the
individual agency of blues artists, rather than the images that were cultivated and
commercialized by record labels and white blues revivalists. It allows us to see past the
mass reproduction and distribution of blues records, and later popular blues covers by
white men who were detached from the original material conditions under which the
songs were created. Instead, considering the historical specificities provides us with a
contemporaneous vignette of black life, emotions, struggle, and perseverance.
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Chapter Five – “Shall we gather at the river?”: Trauma, Uncertainty, and Folklore in Sula

“You know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to make room for
houses and liveable acreage. Occasionally the river floods these places. ‘Floods’ is the
word they use, but in fact, it is not flooding; it is remembering.” -Toni Morrison

Toni Morrison has famously integrated folklore and mythology into her novels.
For Morrison, folktales are a way to communicate and understand the black experience
while also recognizing the importance of ancestral heritage. Take, for example, Tar Baby,
which is a reference to a folktale that is typically about a slave who tricks his master. Or
Song of Solomon, in which Morrison references the flying African myth, when the novel
ends with Milkman learning to fly.46 Perhaps one of the most striking stories Morrison
integrates is a real historical moment turned folktale: the story of Margaret Garner, which
was her inspiration for Beloved. Margaret Garner, a slave from Kentucky, fled to Ohio
with her four children in January 1856. When they reached the Ohio River, it was frozen.
Garner left the horses at the riverbanks and crossed the frozen river with her children on
foot. They made it to safety only to be caught by federal marshals a few hours later. Upon
being caught, Garner decided to murder her children because it was “better for them to be
put out of the world than to live in slavery.”47 Though she intended to take her own life
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Morrison has previously identified this particular folktale as a fundamental part of her life and childhood:
“That was always part of the folklore of my life; flying was one of our gifts… It is everywhere—people
used to talk about it, it’s in the spirituals and gospels. Perhaps it was wishful thinking—escape, death, and
all that” (LeClair).
47
This quote (and the recounted story here) appeared in the Cincinnati Daily Gazette on January 29, 1856
(“A Slave Mother Murders her Child rather than see it Return to Slavery”).
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and the lives of all her children, she only took the life of her two-year-old daughter by
slitting her throat with a butcher knife. The other children were wounded but still alive.

Figure 5.1: Margaret Garner Historical Marker in Covington, KY. Catherine Gooch, 2019.

Later, when they were on a boat headed to New Orleans to return to slavery, Garner
threw herself and another child overboard into the Mississippi River; the child drowned,
as was Garner’s intent, but Garner lived until 1958 when she died of typhoid fever. The
story was shared widely in contemporaneous newspapers immediately after it happened,
and continued to be mythologized in the years to come. It was passed down in communal
stories, but it was also shared in other mediums, including an opera and Toni Morrison’s
Beloved. Morrison stumbled on a newspaper clipping of Garner’s story while editing The
Black Book (1974) and was “amazed.” In an interview with The New York Times,
Morrison expressed the necessity of sharing what happened to Garner by inventing a
fictional life for her that still remained true to the nonfiction historical details of slavery,
specifically on the border of Ohio and Kentucky.48 Morrison explained further that she
48

Mervyn Rothstein’s interview with Morrison appeared in The New York Times on August 26, 1987 under
the title, “Toni Morrison, In Her New Novel, Defends Women.”
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wanted the ghost story of Beloved to be “our past, which is haunting, and her past, which
is haunting—the way memory never really leaves you unless you have gone through it
and confronted it head on” (Rothstein). This sentiment is not limited to Beloved; rather, it
appears often in Morrison’s work, and I introduce it here along with the Margaret Garner
mythology as a way of reading how folklore, memory, water, and trauma are also
intertwined in her less-discussed novel, Sula.
In Sites of Slavery: Citizenship and Racial Democracy in the Post-Civil Right
Imagination, Salamishah Tillet asserts that African American artists and writers revisit
the objects, figures, texts, and places that remember or commemorate slavery as a way of
democratizing U.S. memory (4). Tillet argues that “sites of slavery” are the “objects,
texts, figures, places, and narratives from the American past that provide tangible links
between present-day Americans and American chattel slavery” (5). These sites may
include public places, like Margaret Garner’s historical marker in Covington, Kentucky,
or references to fictional figures associated with slavery, such as Topsy from Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, which appear in the work of artists like Kara Walker and Ishmael Reed. I
see the Mississippi River as the perfect example of a site of slavery; it is the geographic
landmark which aided in the shipping of slaves, the growth of the cotton empire, and the
expansion of capitalism. Morrison herself has described the need to revisit water as a site
of memory, and I argue that we should approach Sula with that idea in mind. Building on
Tillet’s theory, I argue that the river in Sula functions in several ways, all of which are
associated with trauma and healing. The river here is certainly a “site of slavery”; it is a
Mississippi tributary and thus carries that history with it. But in Sula, the river does more
than evoke a history of slavery or a communal memory; instead, it also functions as an
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individual site of trauma, where violent, life-changing events take place. The characters’
memories of and associations with the river are influenced by its role in the traumatic
events that took place there. Thus, the river’s meaning, like the water itself, is fluid and
changes according to the individual.
Morrison’s integration of the river in Sula creates a space for underrepresented
groups, particularly black soldiers and black girls, as well as significant moments in
African American history. According to Tillet, “post-civil rights African American
writers and artists claim and reconstruct pivotal figures, events, memories, locations, and
experiences from American slavery in order to provide interiority and agency from
enslaved African Americans and write them into the national narrative” (5). Morrison
writes Shadrack’s struggle as a black soldier with PSTD into the national narrative,
forcing readers to consider the harsh impact of wartime on soldiers who were forced to
fight for a country that did not care about their humanity. Similarly, she provides
interiority for Sula, allowing us to witness her growth from adolescence to adulthood and
understand the pain she experiences during life-changing events and daily life as a black
girl. As we will see later on, Morrison also forces us to reconsider popular myths and
historical moments, such as Igbo Landing. In doing so, she signifies on a historical
moment that the “national memory has forgotten or excised” and reconfigures it in a way
that represents the interiority, trauma, and desires of the townspeople in the Bottom
(Tillet 9).
I assert that the way the characters interact with the river, specifically posttraumatic event, affects their healing process, and by extension, the success with which
they can move past those events. For some characters, like Shadrack, the river offers
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refuge from trauma; it is a permanent site that he returns to as a way to revisit his trauma
and cope with his PTSD. For others, like Sula, the river becomes a haunting, pervasive
site that she (and other characters) try to avoid. Rather than confronting the river, and by
extension her trauma, she runs away from it, which leads to a lifetime of finding other
ways to heal, many of which have negative effects on her relationships and health. The
river, therefore, is complicated in that it can be simultaneously traumatic and therapeutic.
With each character, we see the river’s role evolve, as it is shaped to fit his or her
individual understanding of it. In each case, however, the characters’ relationships with
the river are complicated by the danger of the natural landscape, what I’ll be calling the
black pastoral, and the social and historic meanings attached to that landscape.
The black pastoral refers to the idea that, for black Americans, the idyllic notion
of the pastoral is inaccessible. The concept of the pastoral, as a lens for understanding
literature, is notoriously white; it first appeared in “classical antiquity and had an
enormous vogue in the Renaissance” (Alpers 8). Typically, “nature and idyllic landscape
figure prominently in most scholarly and critical accounts of pastoral and are regularly
associated with the Golden Age, innocence, and nostalgia” (Alpers 28). Other features
include shepherds free from the corruption of city life and herdsman as singers, “using
the landscape as a setting for song” (22-23). In other words, the typical definition of the
pastoral is idealized and picturesque; it represents freedom and escape from troubles.
However, we must question how the literary or historical notion of the “pastoral” could
be applied to black Americans when slavery made their suffering and trauma inextricable
from the land they were working and living on. Enslavement wasn’t simply an economic
condition; it was also a material and spatial condition. The labor, blood, and suffering of
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black Americans seeped into the landscape itself, making it impossible to escape the
long-lasting repercussions and fundamentally changing the relationship black Americans
have with the land. The black pastoral, therefore, is the opposite of the traditional
pastoral, and allows for more complex affective ties to the landscape. The black pastoral
represents the possibility of a natural, pervasive, every day danger that is inescapable. It
represents a long history of abuse and suffering which was made possible by the capitalist
desire to use slave labor to develop land, and which simply evolved into different forms
of violence after slavery, during Jim Crow, and even now. 20th-21st century racial
violence, such as lynching, forced “chain-gang” labor, and the disproportionate damage
to black neighborhoods during natural disasters, are also examples of how our affective
connections to the land are, by necessity, different than that of white Americans. For
black Americans, the landscape and natural environment have always been complicated.
In some cases, they represent more positive feelings of rootedness and affective ties to
community or place. However, for black Americans specifically, the landscape or natural
environment can also frequently harbor danger, and in many cases, they did not represent
“freedom,” but rather, they have represented danger, uncertainty, and trauma. Thus, we
must consider the black pastoral in any discussion of a character’s relationship to the
landscape or natural environment in order to understand the nuances and complications.
Sula illustrates the complexities of the black pastoral as we see how the trauma that
Shadrack carries from the war also extends itself to the landscape, and how the black
pastoral contributes to a turning point in Sula’s life.
In addition to considering the river as a site of trauma, this chapter examines how
Morrison also integrates folktales throughout Sula as a way to make sense of the
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traumatic events that take place. I argue that Morrison references specific folktales at
crucial moments in the text in order to help us, the audience, join her characters in
making sense of the violence and ensuing trauma. Historically, folktales, folklore, and the
surrounding mythology have served a very important function in the black community.
Written and oral storytelling has served as a way to unite the community, share morals,
pass down memories, and understand surrounding circumstances, among other things. In
his curated collection of black folklore, The Annotated African American Folktales,
Henry Louis Gates explains, “the telling and retelling of folktales from Africa, as well as
those retold and, in the process, creatively reinvented from African and European
sources, along with those invented on the spot, were crucial components of identityformation and psychic survival under the harshest of circumstances” (xxxii). Thus,
sharing folktales was more than a practical function; it has also historically been an
important mental and emotional function in that it provided a creative outlet that allowed
black Americans to better understand and cope with their continued exploitation and
abuse. As Sula progresses, we see that all of these elements—the river, sites of trauma,
healing, and folklore—are interconnected. In the same way that folklore has been a
repetitive way of healing and understanding trauma, so too has Shadrack’s revisiting the
river to confront his trauma. In other words, both offer the potential to make sense of
trauma and move past it, but as we will see, not all of the characters recognize this
potential. I argue that Morrison presents these two repetitive actions in unison in order to
illustrate how necessary it is that black Americans—riddled with the daily trauma of
being black in America, which often intersects with larger traumatizing moments or
events—find a coping mechanism that helps them survive. I therefore consider the
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presence of the river and folktales in Sula with nuance and flexibility, as their meanings
evolve depending on their relationship to different characters in the novel.
Much has been said about sisterhood, friendships, and community in Sula, but
most relevant to this chapter is recent scholarship regarding water and African American
literature.49 Anissa Janine Wardi’s Water and African American Memory argues that in
African American cultural history, bodies of water are “embodied sites where memory
and history converge” (6). According to Wardi, African American experience, history,
and memory are all mapped onto the landscape itself, and that water is “an evocation of
memory and history” (6-7). She further explains, “Tracing a connection to the past,
African American writers evoke a transatlantic history in which language, and by
extension their literary works, are given life force through water.” I apply this lens to
Sula in order to understand how characters map their own trauma, feelings, and
experiences onto the river and landscape of the Bottom. Using the river as a focal point
allows us to better understand how Morrison expresses the intersection of memory,
history, and trauma.
Tiffany N. Hinton's “‘The ecstasy of river baptisms under suns just like this one’:
Sula’s Rites and Sites of Memory” further considers water in as it relates African
mythology in Sula, arguing that the presence—and absence—of the African God Osun,
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In “The Continual Search for Sisterhood: Narcissism, Projection, and Intersubjective Disruptions in Toni
Morrison's Sula and Feminist Communities,” Cassandra Fetters studies the female relationships in Sula by
taking a psychoanalytic approach, focusing on the psychological development of Nel and Sula and
considering how their surrounding social environment impacts their intersubjectivity, therefore damaging
their friendship beyond adolescence. Claude Pruitt also examines the lived experiences of the characters in
“Circle meaning in Toni Morrison's Sula.” Pruitt argues that Sula’s narrative is circular and the characters’
lived experiences complete a loop of the “circles of sorrow” (116). Contributing to recent feminist criticism
on Sula, Michele Pessoni argues that Sula recreated the “Great Goddess” archetype in order to challenge
patriarchal imbalance and reevaluate the feminine, therefore establishing a pattern for cultural and
individual wholeness.
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the god of love and water, establishes a relationship between the characters and their
ancestors, in which bodies of water become important sites to remind them of their
African heritage. Hinton references many connections between water and African
heritage. For example, “Sula me” means water in the Ghanian language Twi, and the
song, “Sula me” by South African artist Miriam Makeba means “Water Flow” (291).
Though Morrison may not have been aware of these details when writing Sula, she was
aware of the significance of water in African and black American life. Hinton reveals that
in a personal interview with Morrison, she admitted her integration of water and water
imagery was purposeful. Morrison referenced “her long-time home on the Hudson River
as well as her birth in Lorain, Ohio ‘on Lake Eerie’” in order to explain to Hinton that
“such grounding serves to inspire both the abundance of water figurations in the novel
and the particular patterns of African centered meanings they invoke” (291). Here,
Morrison establishes a transatlantic and transgenerational relationship that first asks us to
consider the influences of African heritage, and in reminding us of the presence and
significance of water, also forces us to consider the Middle Passage and the Triangle
Trade in relation to that African heritage. I'd like to suggest, therefore, that rather than
focusing specifically on Osun, we also consider the Middle Passage, and by extension the
Mississippi River, in order to consider the long-lasting repercussions of slavery. As noted
by Hinton, Osun, African ancestry, and traditions undoubtedly linger in the background
of Sula, but the ways in which the Bottom has been directly affected by slavery is more
pressing and more concrete. By extending our focus to the Mississippi and its tributaries,
we not only recognize the river’s long significance in the history of slavery, but we also
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see the lasting effects in economics, social stratification, and daily black life in the
Bottom.
Before discussing how the sites of trauma in Sula’s setting are significant to the
characters, it is important to first understand the Bottom’s larger geographical
significance. The Bottom is a valley town located on an Ohio River tributary. Though
Morrison never explicitly names this river, we can assume that it is a tributary of the
Mississippi for two reasons. First, every river in southern and central Ohio is a tributary
of the Ohio river, which is attached to the Mississippi River.50 Second, because Morrison
herself is from Ohio, we can assume she modeled Medallion and “the Bottom,” the black
neighborhood where most of Sula takes place, after one of the Ohio valley towns she
would have been familiar with. In fact, Morrison's “Bottom” is markedly similar to the
real town of Franklinton, Ohio, commonly referred to as “the Bottoms” by those familiar
with the area. The Bottoms is a small town located on the Scioto River, an Ohio tributary,
right outside Columbus, Ohio. Much like Morrison's fictional town of Medallion, Ohio,
Franklinton's history is inextricable from racial and socioeconomic stratification.
Franklinton received its nickname, “The Bottoms” because it is below river level, and
because it has historically been home to people at the “bottom” of the socioeconomic
ladder (Tierney). Like many U.S. neighborhoods, social stratification is written into the
landscape itself. In 1913, a flood submerged the town, causing widespread destruction,
killing 93 people, and leaving 20,000 homeless. In 1959, another flood left 10,000 people
homeless (Tierney). The neighborhood wasn’t declared a floodplain until 1983 (the lack
of urgency likely due to the town’s demographics), and in the 1990s, the U.S. Army
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See map in Chapter One for visual representation of Ohio's tributaries.
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Corps of Engineers finally took steps to prepare Franklinton from future floods. As
expected, the area is now being gentrified—or “redeveloped”—because, according the
Franklinton Development Association Director Jim Sweeney, the Franklinton boulevards
have the best views of the Columbus city skyline. The landscape and even the current
redevelopment plans are eerily similar to Morrison’s town of Medallion. In addition, both
“Bottoms” face the same geographic paradox, which is that the most disadvantaged,
isolated neighborhoods have the best view of the city. What’s more is that it wouldn’t
have been too difficult for Morrison to predict this situation; even though Sula is
published in 1973 and the Bottoms wasn’t redeveloped until the 2010s, this cycle of
gentrification is one that has historically been repeated in black neighborhoods for years.
Morrison’s portrayal of Medallion carries the same history of racial injustice, from
slavery to gentrification. Because the Ohio River is a Mississippi tributary, the river that
runs through Medallion is still part of the Mississippi River system, and therefore carries
the same history and significance; it serves as an example of how significant
sociohistorical memories and events are often attached to such sites. In Sula, we see how
the river, with its historical connections to racial injustice, becomes a site of trauma for
the characters, particularly Shadrack and Sula.
Before we are introduced to Sula or Nel, we are introduced to Shadrack, perhaps
because it is Shadrack who makes the significance of the river so clear. Sula is framed by
the beginning and ending of Shadrack’s relationship with the river, which coincides with
the cycle of Shadrack’s trauma. Understanding Shadrack’s background is crucial in fully
understanding the river’s significance in his life. Morrison introduces us to Shadrack
through the lens of National Suicide Day, which he founded upon his return to the
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Bottom after fighting in World War I. The citizens of Medallion are curious about what
Shadrack experienced primarily because they are confused by his creation of this bizarre
holiday, and also because Shadrack quite literally wears his trauma, apparent for all to
see: “Blasted and permanently astonished by the events of 1917, he had returned to
Medallion handsome but ravaged, and even the most fastidious people in the town
sometimes caught themselves dreaming of what he must have been like a few years
before he went to war” (7). Given that Shadrack “returns” to the Bottom, we can assume
that people would have known him prior to the war; interestingly, though, the war seems
to obliterate his previous identity. That people are “dreaming of what he must have been
like a few years before he went to war” presents a curious relationship with his former
home. He is not remembered for who he was before he became a soldier; his identity is
reduced to a “ravaged” veteran. Shadrack carries his war trauma back to the Bottom with
him, and in an effort to illustrate the pervasive, lasting nature of his PTSD, Morrison
begins with a flashback to his first day in combat, in December 1917, when Shadrack is
“hardly twenty, his head full of nothing” (7). This seemingly innocuous description in
fact presents an important detail; since the war, Shadrack’s head is always filled with
“something,” whether it is memories of the war and the ensuing ideologies that drive him
to create “National Suicide Day,” or the river where he seeks peace and comfort. The
series of flashbacks, therefore, present an important juxtaposition of Shadrack pre- and
post-war, allowing us to understand how it has shaped his identity, informed his beliefs,
and resulted in his PTSD.
Setting Shadrack’s war service in 1917 has a particularly important historical
significance, as he embodies the intersecting struggles of black soldiers, for whom it was

140

doubly hard to come to terms with their war-related trauma. The Selective Service Act
was passed in 1917, sending thousands more black Americans to fight in the war. These
soldiers were in a darkly ironic position in that they had to fight for a country that was
constantly enacting violence against them back home. Kidada Williams explains that
WWI “embodied an opportune moment for African Americans to advance their civil
rights agenda. While black men served overseas, many black folk at home saw their
conflict and nationwide call for ‘soldiers of democracy’ as the means to escape or end
racial violence” (164).51 Some black Americans were uncertain about this notion; facing
the violent realities of Jim Crow and systemic racism, with little to no help from
authorities, rightly resulted in skepticism. Others, however, saw this as a positive
opportunity; fighting for the US, despite their marginalized status, could lead to increased
sympathy for their cause. This notion was quickly disrupted, however, as violent assaults
on black Americans were recurring episodes throughout the war. Williams describes how
this rude awakening eventually lead to larger realizations during the war: “Reading about
these violent assaults on black soldiers and civilians engendered feelings of rage and
vulnerability in black people. As they juxtaposed reports on local violence with accounts
of the fighting abroad, African Americans knew that no alliance of nations or even a
strong contingent of domestic civilians, agencies, and governments was prepared to go to
war to end racial violence” (165). Black soldiers were thus faced with the reality that
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W.E. B. DuBois even wrote an op-ed encouraging black men to fight for their country. Published in The
Crisis (July 1918), DuBois’s editorial, “Closed Ranks” pleaded with black Americans to “put aside our
special grievances and close ranks.” It’s also worth noting that DuBois’s tone changed dramatically once
soldiers returned. In another essay, published in The Crisis in 1919, DuBois highlighted the many issues
with the ways black soldiers suffered both the violence of the war overseas and the racial violence at home.
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their lives were devalued both at home and overseas, and even “closing ranks” wouldn’t
change that.
In fact, as the war continued, racial violence escalated, particularly in the south.
Testimonies published in northern newspapers, such as The Chicago Defender, illustrate
the increasingly violent realities of the south, which in turn contributed to the need for
black southerners to flee north during the Great Migration. Many of the letters include
pleas for employment up north, but others highlight the racial injustice and daily lifethreatening violence.52 For example, in a letter dated May 12, 1917, a writer from
Augusta, Georgia begged to be put in touch with an employer, explaining “things is awful
hear [sic] in the south” and “the people is getting so bad with us black people down
south.” Another writer from Macon, Georgia wrote, “We are being shot down here like
rabbits for every little [offense].” These two accounts are not isolated incidents; many
letter-writers pleaded their case with urgency as conditions grew worse. In addition,
many whites during wartime flocked to the Ku Klux Klan, “whose resurgence in 1915
had an effect on racialized interpretations of who was and who was not entitled to enjoy
the promise of American democracy in the postwar era” (Williams 169). In other words,
the intersection of Jim Crow laws and WWI left many black Americans uncertain about
how to move forward in the face of life-threatening violence, both at home and abroad.
These intersecting oppressions essentially doubled the effects of PTSD for black soldiers,
as they were unsafe in nearly any environment. As we will see, Shadrack’s Suicide Day
is an effort to help him cope with PTSD and the uncertainty of death, but it is also rooted
in his disillusionment with racial violence at home and violence of all kinds overseas.
52

The letters to The Chicago Defender were later published en masse by Emmett J. Scott in The Journal of
Negro History. See “Letters from Negro Migrants of 1916-1918” in Vol. 4, No. 3 (July 1919).
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While the historical moment is particularly important for understanding the
ramifications of WWI on the black community in the midst of Jim Crow, Shadrack’s
account of the war reveals the toll that PTSD took on individual black soldiers, both
overseas and back home. It is this harsh experience that requires us to consider the role of
water as a site of memory and trauma. Early in Shadrack’s first encounter with combat,
it’s clear that he doesn’t quite grasp the scope of the war. Head “still full of nothing,”
Shadrack is essentially wandering aimlessly, looking for direction. He’s been marching
with his troop for several days, “keeping close to a stream that was frozen at its edges”
(7). Shadrack “keeps close” to the stream because it is the one site that is permanent and
stable in an environment—natural and political—that is unknown. The stream offers
Shadrack steady guidance in his aimless quest. That is until, “At one point, they crossed
it, and no sooner had he stepped foot on the other side than the day was adangle with
shouts and explosions” (7). To Shadrack, crossing the water is dangerous and leads to
shocking, unexpected death. But looking at and respecting the water provides peace. In
this moment we see that Shadrack’s relationship with the water, and the river in
particular, is complicated in that it has offered him comfort and confronted him with
violence almost simultaneously. It therefore makes sense that Shadrack would return to
the river both for solace and as a return to his trauma.
The harsh reality of death and destruction surrounding Shadrack only continues to
grow worse after he crosses the stream. Shadrack attempts to make sense of his
surroundings and adjust to them amidst the chaos around him: “Shellfire was all around
him, and though he knew that this was something called it, he could not muster up the
proper feeling—the feeling that would accommodate it. He expected to be terrified or
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exhilarated—to feel something very strong” (7). Despite his expectations, Shadrack feels
nothing but physical pain and emotional uncertainty. The “it” mentioned here
encompasses a lot of things: war, combat, the testing of his mettle, trauma, death, and all
of the expectations associated with those ideas that Shadrack still does not fully
understand. His inability to “accommodate it” indicates, on the one hand, the reckless
disregard for black lives as they were sacrificed in the war, with very little discussion (or
concern) about the weight of their involvement. On the other hand, it indicates to us early
on that Shadrack does not know how to process trauma.53 He is incapable of processing
“it” in the moment, and this continues even after he has left the landscape of war and
entered a different landscape, one that should be considered safer. With no clear
understanding of what is happening, Shadrack defaults to an assumed expectation, and so
“He ran, bayonet fixed, deep in the great sweep of men flying across the field” (8).54 At
this moment, it seems Shadrack’s head is still “full of nothing,” as he blindly runs into the
war. But in this moment, we are also presented with a stark reminder that, in a material
sense, heads are always full of something: namely bodily fluids, brains, blood, and
organs. The way the event is narrated purposefully juxtaposes the material and abstract
notions as Shadrack turns to see “the face of a soldier near him fly off. Before he could
register shock, the rest of the soldier’s head disappeared under the inverted soup bowl of
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Not only does Shadrack have trouble processing, but as I explain later, he develops a cyclical coping
mechanism in which he continually returns to his trauma by repeatedly visiting the river. This cyclical way
that people deal with trauma and PTSD is a common theme in trauma studies. See Jermaine Singleton’s
Cultural Melancholy: Readings of Race, Impossible Mourning, and African American Rituals and Joseph
Winters’s Hope Draped in Black: Race, Melancholy, and the Agony of Progress for further discussion of
how, for black Americans, “moving forward,” or processing trauma, often involves a cyclical pattern that
requires remembering and revisiting.
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As we will see later, this moment is juxtaposed with the novel’s ending. Here, men are sweeping across
the land, but in the end, people are falling into the river. Both moments result in mass deaths, but in wholly
different landscapes.
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his helmet. But stubbornly, taking no direction from the brain, the body of the headless
soldier ran on, with energy and grace, ignoring altogether the drip and slide of brain
tissue down its back” (8). This moment presents Shadrack’s first psychological break;
unsure of how to deal with the war’s violence and trauma, and his “head full of nothing,”
he watches another soldier’s head literally burst into nothing. As gruesome as the scene
is, it also presents a larger commentary about the treatment of black soldiers in WWI.
The “headless soldier” illustrates the erasure of identity that soldiers experienced, an
erasure that was even harder for black soldiers who could not reconcile the need to fight
for a country that did not fight for them. Shadrack’s former identity has been erased, and
as a witness to this moment, it becomes replaced with something different. His head is
now full of violent memories, wartime trauma, and nightmares and uncertainty
surrounding his own body.
When Shadrack wakes up in the French hospital, disoriented and confused, he
feels disconnected from and scared of his body. This disconnect is undoubtedly related to
what he witnessed on the battlefield, which is clear in that his primary concern is his
hands—the body part that was the main actor and the one capable of doing harm to other
people. “Hands,” the word and the body part, have a particularly important historical
significance, dating back to slavery and the commodification of the black body. In
addition to enslaved black workers being referred to as field “hands,” their hands were
the primary tool of labor that picked cotton and built the cotton empire. Edward Baptist
points out that hands were also the one specific body part that slave owners fixated on:
“They wrote notes and letters that informed their correspondents that they held slaves ‘on
hand’ and money ‘in hand.’ Important letters ‘came to hand.’ They got cotton ‘off [their]
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hands’ and into the market…Individual promises-to-pay that drew upon credit with other
merchants were ‘notes of hand’” (89). Though we are in a different context, Shadrack’s
fixation on his hands evokes a corporeality dating back to slavery, one that is tied up with
violence, labor, and death. Here, they are meant to signify the potential danger and
violence that can come from the war and the realization that his hands are capable of
gruesome actions.
It is in this moment that we see Shadrack’s connection to water, which
foreshadows his eventual reliance on the river. As he wakes up, he can hardly recognize
his body and refers to his arms as “two lumps beneath the beige blanket.” After he finally
lifts one arm with “extreme care,” he’s “relieved to find his hand attached to his wrist”
(9). Shadrack’s postwar state not only leaves him feeling disconnected from his body, but
also feeling overwhelmed with uncertainty, which I would argue is due to the
unpredictability of death and violence surrounding him during the war. As he tries to grab
a cup and spreads his fingers, they “grow in higgledy-piggledy fashion like Jack’s
beanstalk all over the tray and bed.” Then, “With a shriek he closed his eyes and thrust
his huge growing hands under the covers” (9). Morrison integrates folklore in this
moment as a way of understanding trauma; the tale of Jack and the Beanstalk is
something we are familiar with, something Shadrack can understand. Though it is only a
passing reference, her choice of folktale is significant; the tale, like Shadrack’s trauma, is
rooted in death and precariousness. In the story, the beanstalk is eventually cut down,
causing the giant to fall to his death. Shadrack’s hands may grow mangled like “Jack’s
beanstalk,” but they may also be used as agents of violence. Knowing this, Shadrack not
only feels disconnected from his extremities, but he is also horrified by them. Shadrack
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becomes overwhelmed with fear—fear of his own violence, of the nurses calling him
“private,” and of the confusion surrounding him. As the nurse urges him to use his hands
to feed himself, the scene grows violent. Confused and panicking, Shadrack accidentally
knocks the nurse into the next bed when she tries to “pull out the monstrous hand” and in
response Shadrack tries to “fling off and away his terrible fingers” (9). Shadrack’s fear of
uncertainty, therefore, becomes conflated with a fear of his body and his identity as a
soldier. The combination of this fear, trauma, and uncertainty leaves him unable to
understand his surroundings and looking for some kind of direction. When Shadrack is
put in a straightjacket after accidentally harming the nurse, “he was both relieved and
grateful, for his hands were at last hidden and confined to whatever size they had
attained” (9). Feeling free from the uncertain violence of his own hands, Shadrack finally
calms down. In that moment, he tries to think of other things, and “let his mind slip into
whatever cave mouths of memory it chose,” and right then, “He saw a window that
looked out on a river which he knew was full of fish. Someone was speaking softly just
outside the door” (10). That Shadrack knows the river is full of fish contrasts with his
inability to know what will happen to him—and what his body is capable of—during
wartime. As he gazes at the river, Shadrack feels a sense of stability and peace that he has
not experienced amidst the chaos and uncertainty of being a soldier. The image of the
river as the one bit of solace in Shadrack’s life is then repeated throughout the novel.
Almost every turning point in Shadrach’s life is somehow connected to the river.
When Shadrack wakes up in the French hospital, it is clear that he “discovers water as the
demarcation between order and chaos” (Hinton 298). We see Shadrack struggle with this
delicate balance again after he returns to Medallion. In fact, the only thing that brings him

147

peace after the chaos of being arrested upon his return is “his window, his river, and his
soft voices just outside the door.” Once he returns to “his” river, he begins “a struggle
that was to last twelve days…It had to do with making a place for fear as a way of
controlling it” (14). Because Shadrack is so terrified of death, and likely because of his
memories and trauma associated with death during the war, he figures that if one day of
the year was devoted to acknowledging death, “everybody could get it out of the way and
rest of the year would be safe and free” (14). The moment of peace he has while gazing at
the water is what inspires him to institute National Suicide Day. In other words, the river
becomes both a site of trauma and a site of stability, one that Shadrack wants to share
with the rest of the town. From then on, on every third day of the new year, Shadrack
parades down the streets calling out to the citizens of the Bottom, “telling them that this
was their only chance to kill themselves or each other” (14). Thus, Shadrack’s one day
that he uses to cope, to control the chaos and uncertainty of life and death, is inspired by
the river. National Suicide Day becomes “part of the fabric of life up there in the Bottom
of Medallion, Ohio,” and throughout the novel, we see that National Suicide Day and the
river’s presence are the two reliable, constant features in his life.
Though Shadrack is considered an outcast in town, he does participate in society,
even more so than Sula does, and the river is what allows his participation. In addition to
being mentally and emotionally dependent on the river, Shadrack is also financially
dependent on the river that runs through the Bottom. Shadrack lives on the riverbanks in
his grandfather’s old shack and he spends every Tuesday and Friday morning fishing in
“his” river. He then goes into town to sell his fish for money. Though the money almost
solely goes toward alcohol, and it certainly reinforces his reputation as the drunken town
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outcast, visiting the river for fish, as well as solace, becomes part of his daily routine. The
river, therefore, is the one thing that remains constant for Shadrack in spite of his PTSD,
alcoholism, and mental illness. It informs his entire post-war life, and much of
Shadrack’s circular behavior is constantly repeated so that any peace or balance he has in
his life is tied to the river. The repetitive, cyclical nature of his reliance one the river thus
becomes crucial in the way he confronts and processes his trauma.55
Whereas Shadrack’s war trauma leads him to discover the river as a coping
mechanism, Sula’s familial trauma leads her to the river, only to stumble into an even
more traumatizing moment. The first major turning point in Sula’s life appears right
before the pivotal moment on the river, when she overhears her mother’s conversation
with her friends. While talking to Patsy and Valentine about raising children, Hannah
asserts that loving your child doesn’t necessarily entail liking them or their personalities.
As they discuss how their children’s behavior makes the women question their love,
Hannah explains, “You love her, like I love Sula. I just don’t like her. That’s the
difference” (57). Sula, passing by during her mother’s declaration, “only heard Hannah’s
words, and the pronouncement sent her flying up the stairs.” It’s clear in this moment that
Sula doesn’t fully understand what her mother has said; having “only heard” her mother’s
words indicates two important details: 1. Sula is unaware of the context in which this
conversation occurs, making that single sentence more painful, and 2. Because Sula “only
heard Hannah’s words,” we should recognize that she did not listen and understand;
instead, Sula takes what she’s heard at face value. Sula then runs to her room, and “In
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It’s worth noting here that Plum is an alternative example of what can happen when a black soldier
returns with PTSD. Plum, who has no coping mechanism other than his drug habit, does not find the river
or an equivalent to provide him with the necessary stability for addressing his trauma. He instead locks
himself in his room and withers away until Eva decides to kill him out of mercy.
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bewilderment, she [stands] at the window fingering the curtain edge, aware of a sting in
her eye.” As Sula stands “in bewilderment” it’s clear that she has nowhere to go, or at
least does not know where to go from here. If her home is no longer a sacred, welcoming
space, then where can she go to seek refuge? As she struggles with what she’s heard,
“Nel’s call floated up and into the window, pulling her away from dark thoughts back
into the bright, hot daylight” (57). Nel’s interruption offers a timely alternative to Sula’s
present situation, one that seems loving and free. After hearing Hannah’s conversation,
Sula retreats into the shadows of her mind and is quickly drawn out by Nel; however, she
soon finds out that leaving her dark interior thoughts and going into the bright, exterior
landscape does not offer any safety or refuge from that darkness. The moment culminates
in a sense of aimlessness and a void Sula thinks she will fill with Nel and their friendship;
ultimately, though, that leads into the disaster on the river. Had Sula not heard her
mother’s comments right before Nel’s arrival, it’s questionable whether her actions and
behavior would be the same. This moment, which is only exacerbated by the incident on
the river, leads to a pattern of recklessness from Sula as she searches for meaning and
selfhood.
A transformative moment in Sula and Nel’s lives occurs on the river in the
Bottom, and it’s a moment that haunts Sula forever: Chicken Little’s death. When
Chicken Little drowns in the river, the girls experience a turning point in both their
friendship and personal growth. The moments leading up to Chicken’s death are meant to
juxtapose the girls’ seemingly carefree adolescence with the sharp contrast that follows
after the event. Nel and Sula’s journey through the woods to the river is eerily
reminiscent of Wright's “Big Boy Leaves Home” in that we get a brief snapshot of the
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girls’ innocence, which is abruptly taken away by surrounding violence. I would argue
that the similarity between the two scenes is rooted in the presentation of the black
pastoral, which quickly disrupts the peace they think they’ve found in the landscape. The
girls run, “Heading toward the wide part of the river where trees grouped themselves in
families darkening the earth below. They passed some boys swimming and clowning in
the water, shrouding their words with laughter.” For Nel, Sula, and the young boys, the
natural landscape seemingly offers safety from the outside world; the landscape along the
river is a place where they can freely enjoy their adolescence. But, as is the case in both
Wright and Morrison’s writings, rivers can also become a site of both vulnerability and
danger.
When the girls arrive at their destination, “a square of four leaf-locked trees which
promised cooling” along the river, they share a brief moment of peace. Ironically, the
“cooling” promised by the square of land on the river is nothing compared to the
unknown danger also promised by the land. This short preface is fundamental to
understanding what happens on the river, and later, we realize that this is the last moment
of their adolescence; the events that transpire on the river throw them into adulthood. In
their moment of peace, we witness the tension between their budding sexuality and
adolescence. The girls “lay in the grass, their foreheads almost touching, their bodies
stretched away from each other at a 180-degree angle” (58). In unison, they begin to
stroke the blades of grass, undress the twigs, and move the twigs in and out of the dirt
until they break. It’s worth pointing out here that Morrison’s description of the girls is
overtly sexual, and more importantly, their budding sexuality is intertwined with the
natural environment that surrounds them. In addition, the girls are experiencing this
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moment together. Up to this point, Sula and Nel have experienced almost everything
together; they are inseparable, so much so that they’re consistently referred to as “the
same person.” In a way, their individual growth is dependent on one another. This
dependence stems from their experience of familial trauma, and its intersection with the
racial and social trauma that they experience as black girls, which underlies their
relationship and brings them together. For Nel, it’s the demystifying moment on the train,
when her mother was verbally abused and discriminated against. Her mother’s harsh,
elitist façade is broken to reveal her cowardice, and Nel realizes that their positionality as
black women overrides their self-worth. For Sula, it is the moment she learns that her
mother “doesn’t like her.” As they take in their natural environment, the narrator
highlights the uncertainty and confusion that has brought them together: “They stood up,
stretched, then gazed out over the swift dull water as an unspeakable restlessness and
agitation held them.” I would argue that this sense of “restlessness and agitation” are
rooted in the girls’ inability to find their place, a feeling that is quite similar to the
uncertainty that Shadrack feels as a black war veteran with PTSD. The security they
thought they had is disrupted, and in this brief moment of quiet togetherness, the
uncertainty bubbles to the surface.
The serene moment is interrupted by Chicken Little who comes up from the lower
bank of river. He appears almost mysteriously out of nowhere, and disappears just as
quickly. The mysterious nature of his appearing and disappearing makes it seem as if his
sole purpose was to reveal some truth, whether about the girls themselves or their
environment and world as whole. Indeed, what transpires on the river with Chicken Little
turns out to be one of the most formative moments in the girls’ lives. Though we don’t
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know much about Chicken Little as a character, his name alone invokes specific folklore
and history that provides further insight into his presence. “Chicken Little,” also known
as “Henny Penny,” is a folktale that almost everyone is familiar with in some variation;
though there are several versions of this folktale, they all generally share the same moral,
which is one that critiques unwarranted fear. In the story, Chicken Little’s refrain, “The
sky is falling,” is meant to draw attention to what happens when an alarmist, or person
who panics easily, spreads mass paranoia or hysteria. The folktale was originally
published in the 1800s, and then published in Boston between 1865-71 as Remarkable
Story of Chicken Little. This timeline, while seemingly trivial, is significant in that it
takes place across two important historical moments: slavery and reconstruction. If the
timeline of publication doesn’t remind us of America’s history of racial tensions, the
origins of the Chicken Little story should. Though Chicken Little is a widely known
folktale, it is still one that is distinctly white and European in its origins. By invoking the
name in a distinctly black community, with distinctly black characters, Morrison places
the folktale in a new context, changing both its meaning and implications (as we will see
in more detail later). In addition, because of this new context, we grow to understand that,
much like the idea of the “pastoral,” many of these stories don’t end with the same
positive outcome for black folks.
The message of the original story is particularly relevant to the situation that
arises once Chicken Little meets Nel and Sula on the river. The story begins, “Well,
Chicken Little was running about in a gentleman’s garden, where she had no business to
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be: she ran under a rose bush, and a leaf fell on her tail.”56 This opening line is eerily
similar to Nel and Sula’s running through the woods to get to the river, and it also
foreshadows the destruction to come. The “gentleman’s garden” here is simply the
landscape, which as we have seen, is not welcoming or open to black children; rather, the
natural environment can be dangerous and life-threatening. Unlike the story, however, the
fear and paranoia that the girls feel is justified. No one here is “unreasonably afraid”;
rather, the moments that interrupt their innocence prove to be deadly. The girls, still
restless and agitated, begin teasing Chicken. Sula, departing from Nel’s teasing, offers to
help Chicken climb a tree. She follows him, steadies him, and reassures him until they
reach the top of the tree, until they can see the other side of the river. Perhaps because of
the fear that his name elicits, we’re expecting them to fall out of the tree, or simply for
something to go wrong, as they climb up and back down the tree. To our surprise,
however, Sula and Chicken Little successfully climb up to the top of the tree and back
down without problem. The strange, unsettling nature of this moment is purposeful;
Morrison takes the tense uncertainty that her characters, namely Shadrack and Sula, feel
and replicates it for us. It’s not until they are back on the ground that Chicken’s life is in
danger.
Things quickly take a turn for the worse as the river again enters the story and
reasserts itself as a site of both memory and trauma. Sula playfully swings Chicken
around until he accidentally slips from her hands and flies into the river. The tone of this
moment abruptly changes: “The water darkened and closed quickly over the place where
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There may be slight variations in how this line appears in different texts; I am referring only to
Remarkable Story of Chicken Little because it was published in Boston and is one of the most commonly
known, particularly for American audiences.
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Chicken Little sank. The pressure of his hard and tight little fingers was still in Sula’s
palms as she stood looking at the closed place in the water” (61). Though it is an
accident, the incident serves as a second turning point in both of their lives, one that
provides the direction that they needed. The “closed place in the water” is repeated with
frequency throughout the novel. The phrase not only forces us to consider the girls’
transition to adulthood and the ensuing impact of their friendship, but we also come to
realize that this is the one memory that haunts Sula for the rest of her life, even on her
death bed. This is further reiterated as the girls stand on the riverbanks, staring at the
place where Chicken drowned: “The water was so peaceful now. There was nothing but
the baking sun and something newly missing” (61). While the “something newly
missing” could refer to many things, most obviously Chicken Little himself, I would
argue that it also refers to the girls’ innocence. Shortly after the incident, Sula embraces
her sexual freedom, and we learn later that Nel realizes in that very moment that she was
not innocent at all, even though it was not her hands that Chicken slipped out of. In
another way, though, the “something” that goes missing is a piece of Sula, an empty
space that she continually tries to fill. Her impulse to fill that space is the same thing that
causes her to embrace her sexuality, fulfill her desires, and honor her emotions. The
profound effect of the “something newly missing” on Sula is almost immediately clear.
First, she freezes, and stands staring at the water. Her reaction is reminiscent of another
widely known term that resulted from the original Chicken Little story and entered the
popular lexicon: “Chicken Little Syndrome.” The term is meant to refer to an individual
(or group) who draws catastrophic conclusions, possibly resulting in paralysis, or a sense
of despair or passivity that can inhibit actions. These moments, however, are more than
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simple references to widely shared folklore. Morrison signifies on these folktales in order
to make the audience consider how the characters’ positionality intersects with the story’s
message. In this case, Sula and Nel are young black girls who are unable to safely
navigate the landscape and who must deal with both the uncertainty of this life-changing
event and the daily uncertainty of being black women during Jim Crow.
Once Sula temporarily pulls herself out of the paralyzing fear, the girls worry that
someone saw Chicken drown, and this is leads us to the first moment that Sula and
Shadrack’s lives intersect. Sula runs to Shadrack’s cabin; he is the only person who lives
there, and he is the only one who could have seen what happened. She runs quickly, “but
when she was close to the three little steps that led to his porch, fear crawled into her
stomach and only the something newly missing back there in the river made it possible
for her to walk up the three steps and knock at the door” (61).57 The event on the river
enables Sula to go talk to Shadrack precisely because there is something “newly
missing,” and Sula is still looking for some kind of direction. When she arrives, she
briefly considers going back, but it is “the peace of the river” that stops her (61). Whereas
Shadrack relies on the river for peace, calmness, and stability, Sula runs from the river’s
peace; while they have both located some element of their trauma in the river, Sula
remains unwilling to confront it. In what turns out to be another unsettling interaction,
Sula and Shadrack are simultaneously able to communicate and misunderstand each
other. They feel a mutual comfort by their nonverbal interactions, but their verbal
communication is misleading. When Sula enters the house to find Shadrack standing in
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It’s important to note here that Sula running to Shadrack’s is similar to what happens in the Chicken
Little fable, when the characters run from person to person to warn them that “the sky is falling.” Here,
though, not only is Sula’s fear justified, but there is also only one other person who can truly understand the
violence, depth, and trauma of what happened.
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the doorway, she can barely look at him. She finally gets enough courage to look at him
and all she can stare at are his hands resting on the doorway, and his fingers “arranged in
a graceful arc,” barely touching the wood of the door way. It is Shadrack’s hands that
provide her with relief and encouragement as she recognizes that “no one with hands like
that, no one with fingers that curved around wood so tenderly could kill her” (62).
Interestingly, the same hands that caused Shadrack’s mental anguish, the same hands he
considered tools of violence, are what give Sula the comfort and direction she needs. She
turns to leave and when she looks back, it is clear that Shadrack sees a kindred spirit in
Sula; he understands her. Smiling and nodding, “in a pleasant conversational tone, a tone
of cooled butter,” all he says to her is “Always” (62). In this brief moment of kinship,
both Sula and Shadrack have found some level of reassurance and understanding in each
other. As we will see later, however, their communication wasn’t as effective as they
thought; Shadrack was communicating something to Sula that she couldn’t quite
understand yet.
The moment on the river and the subsequent interaction make us realize that Sula
and Shadrack are two differing versions of the same story. Both are in marginalized
positions—Sula as a black girl and Shadrack as a black soldier—which inhibits their
growth and mobility. Both are witnesses to death, which results in their constant state of
uncertainty and the need either to avoid or revisit their trauma. In addition, after their
encounters with trauma, both of their personalities are fundamentally changed. The
moment on the river is what equalizes Sula and Shadrack. Shadrack recognizes this when
Sula enters his house. She wears her trauma on the outside; like Shadrack, Sula’s hands
were instruments that lead to an innocent death, whether it was intentional or not. This
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moment is one of welcoming; Sula has landed in the same traumatized, outsider space as
Shadrack. Shadrack sees a kindred spirit in Sula. After this moment, it is as though
Shadrack is waiting on her to come back. As we will see later on, Shadrack fully
recognizes their kinship, while Sula avoids it.
After Chicken Little’s death, the river becomes a site for Sula that represents a
turning point in her life; it emboldens her, it traumatizes her, and it also commemorates
the closest, purest point in Nel and Sula’s friendship. Only after this moment do they start
to drift apart, as Nel conforms to the town and the societal expectations around her while
Sula actively works against them. In any case, Chicken’s death is the turning point in
both Nel and Sula’s lives that causes their friendship to change, and sends each of them
in a different direction. In addition, this is the moment of departure for Sula and Nel. Sula
is no longer Nel’s “other half”; she is Shadrack’s other half. Later, the narrator
specifically identifies these moments as the points that inform Sula’s personality,
explaining that Sula feels “As willing to feel pain as to give pain, to feel pleasure as to
give pleasure, hers was an experimental life—ever since her mother’s remarks sent her
flying up those stairs, ever since her one major feeling of responsibility had been
exorcised on the bank of a river with a closed place in the middle” (118). These two
moments represent the death of Sula’s innocence and responsibility. As she tries to run
away from the uncertainty and trauma of what happened during her childhood, she moves
towards destructive behavior in her adulthood. This reveals another parallel to Shadrack
in that the uncertainty of these moments leave her struggling to come to terms with her
trauma. Sula remains haunted by the instability, so much so that it affects her
relationships with everyone around her: “The first experience taught her there was no
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other that you could count on; the second that there was no self to count on either” (118119). Thus, like Shadrack, Sula is haunted by the situations that she cannot control, and
again, like Shadrack, she develops her own coping mechanisms after those turning points.
Though Shadrack and Sula occupy different spaces in the novel, their relationship
to the river leaves them intertwined. After Sula’s death, everything in the town changes,
and Shadrack is no exception; everything in his life changes, including his daily habits,
coping mechanisms, and feelings about his solitude. As Shadrack thinks fondly of the
little girl who “came to see him” on that day that their lives intersected, we revisit the
scene that was so traumatizing for Sula in a nostalgic, hopeful way. Shadrack identifies
her as the girl with “a tadpole over her eye (that was how he knew she was a friend—she
had the mark of the fish he loved)” (157). Shadrack’s identification of Sula is striking for
several reasons. First, his interpretation of Sula’s birthmark is different than how the rest
of the townspeople describe it. While the Bottom has identified her birthmark as
everything from a rose to a snake to “Hannah’s ashes marking her,” Shadrack’s
interpretation is friendly and welcoming. Perhaps this is because the whole town projects
their own bias and struggles on to Sula as she helps “others define themselves” (95). In
another way, though, it is because Shadrack recognizes their connectedness. Second, and
just as important, Shadrack associates Sula with water, which has offered him necessary
peace and solace as he has attempted to cope with his PTSD. Shadrack interprets her
visit as a quest for reassurance and kinship. Later, after Sula’s death, he recalls, “She
wanted something—from him. Not fish, not work, but something only he could give”
(156). His memory of the moment highlights what he perceives as a need for guidance
that is a result of their shared sense of uncertainty. When Sula looks at Shadrack, she sees
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his hands, his welcoming, kind hands. But when Shadrack looks at Sula he sees the death,
violence, and trauma she is running from: “But when he looked at her face he had seen
also the skull beneath, and thinking she saw it too—knew it was there and was afraid—he
tried to think of something to say to comfort her, something to stop the hurt from spilling
out of her eyes” (157). The reason for Shadrack’s interpretation is twofold. First, and
most obviously, he has a lot more experience with trauma and violence. Second, and
perhaps more obscurely, I would argue that Shadrack makes a consistent effort to address
his trauma. Whereas Sula has done nothing but run away and use sex as a coping
mechanism throughout the novel, Shadrack continues to return to the river for solace; in
fact, he rarely leaves the river. While the river is his lifeline in many ways—it provides
his food, money, and in a way, therapy—it is an essential part of how he copes with his
PTSD. The presence of the river calls to mind his crossing the water into violence and
death during the war and his waking up in the hospital after the traumatic event, only to
stare at the river for peace, is in a way his act of continually revisiting and working
through those traumatic events. Shadrack has some self-awareness about his struggles
with PTSD, which we see in his response to Sula. Later, as he recounts this moment, we
see his acknowledging that the traumatic violence has changed him, and will change her,
too: “So he has said ‘always,’ so she would not have to be afraid of the change—the
falling away of skin, the drip and slide of blood, and the exposure of bone underneath. He
had said ‘always’ to convince her, assure her, of permanency” (157). Shadrack’s
explanation of why he said “Always” is through the lens of his experience on the battle
field, when he was confronted with the unexpected nature of death. He can see that Sula
has also recently experienced this, and so he tries to direct her back to something more
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permanent. For Shadrack, the river is “always,” and he tries to pass this knowledge on to
Sula, but as we eventually see, his attempt is futile. All of his memories and trauma,
dating back to the war, have been contained and mitigated by the river’s presence. Sula
never returns to the river, and she also never addresses or makes sense of her trauma
before she dies, whereas Shadrack eventually learns to find comfort and move past his
trauma by continually revisiting the river.
Sula’s death disrupts Shadrack’s understanding of “always” as he realizes that
there is “no ‘always’ at all.” Sula’s death is simply “another dying away of someone
whose face he knew” (158). The realization that “his visitor was dead and would come no
more” is what leads him to carry out the last National Suicide Day. This final Suicide
Day, however, takes on a much different tone amidst Sula’s absence. He begins the usual
ritual, “but it was not heartfelt this time, not loving this time, for he no longer cared
whether he helped them or not.” The rope is “improperly tied” and his bell has a “tinny
unimpassioned sound” (158). All of these differences are spurred by Sula’s absence and
Shadrack’s realization that no matter how he tries to control or organize it, death is
inevitable. Shadrack “no longer cared whether he helped them or not” because despite his
best efforts of helping Sula, she is still dead and she didn’t understand or accept his
guidance. This attitude frames the final Suicide Day in the Bottom, which is unlike
anything Shadrack has led before.
As Shadrack leads his Suicide Day parade, we witness a curious change in the
Bottom; the people no longer mock him, but join him in what seems to be a public
display of their disillusionment and lack of fear after Sula’s death. While Sula was alive,
the Bottom feared her, and even more, feared becoming like her. But now, with no one to
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blame for the strange occurrences in the Bottom, many of the townspeople realize
nothing has changed, in a lot of ways. The promise of jobs—and the resulting hope—
from building the River Road tunnel was taken away from them and “ended up being
built entirely by white labor—hillbillies and immigrants taking even the lowest jobs”
(151). The Bottom is in the middle of an economic downturn because of the harsh winter
that came after Sula’s death. Because of the ice, deliveries couldn’t be made to the
Bottom, and people couldn’t travel down the slope of the Bottom to work in the white
part of town. The war that Shadrack went to fight in not only traumatized its soldiers, but
did nothing to better the position or lives of African Americans. Shadrack himself has
confronted his trauma, and made progress, but still has only “improved enough to feel
lonely” (155). Sula’s death initially provided a bit of a respite, but “Hard on the heels of
the general relief that Sula’s death brought a restless irritability took hold” (153). It is
with this irritability that the people of the Bottom finally laugh and join Shadrack in his
march on National Suicide Day.
Only a small group of people do not join Shadrack on his march. Some like
Helene Wright, Nel’s mom, simply watch with “characteristic scorn.” More interesting,
however, is the other group of people who decline to join Shadrack: “Others, who
understood the Spirit’s touch which made them dance, who understood whole families
bending their backs in a field while singing as from one throat, who understood the
ecstasy of river baptisms under suns just like this one, did not understand this curious
disorder, this headless display and so refused also to go” (160). The description here
subtly intertwines the Mississippi River, slavery, and religion, establishing a lasting
historical connection and placing it in the Bottom. The “families bending their backs in a
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field” are undoubtedly slaves bending in a field over cotton and singing spirituals, many
of which would have been about the Jordan and the Mississippi.58 References to the
“Spirit’s touch” and the “ecstasy of river baptisms” serve as a way to reinforce the
spiritual guidance this group is dependent upon; unlike many of the irritable, aimlessness
people in the Bottom, this group still maintains their hope in their spirituality. The
“headless display” calls our attention back to the moment when Shadrack witnesses a
headless soldier’s body running, aimlessly, with no direction. It reminds us of the
uncertainty he felt during the war. Here we see two conflicting responses: Shadrack and
the people who refrain from participating in Suicide Day turn to the river for guidance,
and find a source for healing. In contrast, Sula and those who participate in the Suicide
Day march turn to other outlets for guidance. As it turns out, the latter ends up being
deadly.
The Suicide Day march stops at the mouth of the tunnel on New River Road
where the group slowly begins to realize the source of their anger. At the mouth of the
tunnel excavation, the group stands, staring in amazement: “It dazzled them, at first, and
they were suddenly quiet. Their hooded eyes swept over the place where their hope had
lain since 1927” (161).59 The hope and ensuing promises are dead now, and as they stare
and the tunnel on the river, we see the community collectively being reminded of this and
all that the dead promises entailed: “The teeth unrepaired, the coal credit cut off, the chest
pains unattended, the school shoes unbought, the rush-stuff mattresses, the broken toilets,
58

In Chapter 1 I explain how the Jordan River was often conflated with, or just used interchangeably with,
the Mississippi River in spirituals and oral storytelling because both rivers represented the potential for
freedom. See Chapter 1 for specific songs, stories, and artistic representations.
59
While the river that runs through the Bottom means something very specific to its townspeople, it is also
worth noting that the reference to 1927 calls to mind the Great Mississippi Flood, which I discuss in
Chapter 2. While the focal point here is the Bottom, we can read Morrison’s reference as a gesture towards
a larger historical moment when the Mississippi River destroyed other black communities.
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the leaning porches, the slurred remarks and the staggering childish malevolence of their
employers. All there in blazing sunlit ice rapidly becoming water” (161). On a larger
level, this list of very practical necessities, which were denied to the people of the
Bottom, illustrate a structural mistreatment of the community due to the geographic
stratification of the town. On a smaller, more personal level, it allows us to see how the
community locates the daily trauma of being poor and black in America in the river.
With the recognition of their trauma comes the desire to free themselves from it,
and it is here that Morrison again invokes a folktale at a crucial time. The group enters
the river with the explicit goal of destroying the tunnel: “Old and young, women and
children, lame and hearty, they killed, as best they could, the tunnel they were forbidden
to build.” But then, the ice cracks and a loose rock falls, causing the tunnel to come
crashing down, trapping the group under water. The majority of the group dies in water;
very few people escape. The mass drowning at the river is a new telling of Igbo Landing,
a moment that was shared widely in black American storytelling (both oral and written),
was signified on, and even evolved into a folktale. Igbo Landing marks one of the first
major slave rebellions in America. In 1803, a group of Igbo (also referred to as Ebo or
Ibo) captives arrived in the U.S. They survived the middle passage, only to be taken to
Savannah, Georgia and loaded onto another small ship bound for St. Simon’s island
(Snyder 39). Once they were on the ship, the group revolted, forcing the crew into the
water to drown. They then deliberately, and collectively, committed suicide by drowning,
choosing to take their own lives rather than submit to slavery. The site of their death was
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commemoratively named Ebos or Igbos landing.60 In addition to having several
variations, this story also inspired the “Flying African” folktales. Though it is rooted in a
real event, the surrounding Flying African mythology is typically connected to the
historical moment. Take, for example, Floyd White’s interview for the Georgia Writer’s
Project in the 1930s, when he explicitly identifies Ibo Landing as part of the story of
flying Africans: “Heahd bout duh Ibo's Landing? Das duh place weah dey bring duh Ibos
obuh in a slabe ship an wen dey git yuh, dey ain lak it an so dey all staht singin an dey
mahch right down in duh ribbuh tuh mahch back tuh Africa, but dey ain able tuh git deah.
Dey gits drown” (185). In White’s telling, the Ibo people go to the river in an effort to
claim their freedom by traveling to Africa, but they don’t make it all the way back; they
drown. Henry Louis Gates collects several different flying African stories in The
Annotated African American FolkTales, and he explains that such variations are common:
Legends about flying Africans often capitalize on both possibilities, leaving the
question of survival open, perhaps in part because tragic plunge, like redemptive
ascent, means release from the punitive labors of slavery… Some tellers are
pessimists, revealing that ‘dey gits drown,’ while others credit slaves with
supernatural powers that enable them to return to their homeland. (67)
The mass drowning in Sula, therefore, seems not only pessimistic, but almost hopeless.
Unlike myths of Ibo people reclaiming their freedom through suicide because they know
the horrors that await them, the people of the Bottom end up drowning in the river
precisely because they don’t know what else to do. All they know is that the river, the
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The state of Georgia promotes Igbo Landing as an attraction on various tourism websites, but
interestingly, there is no physical historical marker at the location (despite the many other historical
markers scattered throughout the state).
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tunnel, and New River Road are partially to blame for the racial and economic injustice
they’ve experienced; they enter the river looking to free themselves from it and “kill” the
source of their angst, but most of the townspeople do not exit. Again, we see a harmful
version of the black pastoral when the river and tunnel claim their lives; the natural
landscape here is dangerous because white wealth, social status, and ownership extend to
it. In addition, the mass death on the river reminds us of the precarious situation that
many black Americans were facing in 1941. Any progress being made was regularly
undermined or thwarted by oppressive institutions, like Jim Crow or the military. In
addition to large-scale systemic discrimination, black Americans faced daily racial abuses
and violence, many of which were life threatening. Whether from wartime or daily life,
there was a sense of uncertainty that came simply existing as a black person in America.
Thus, the community not only needed an outlet, but a way to cope. Knowing this,
Shadrack does not enter the river or the tunnel; he saves himself, and stands up high on
the bank “ringing, ringing his bell,” choosing to continue finding stability in the river
from afar, rather than entering the river blindly (as he did with WWI).
In the novel’s final scene, Nel goes to Eva’s funeral and burial, and in this final
moment, we see that Sula—even though she has already passed away—has finally
accepted the river’s role in her life; for once, she finally confronts it. After the white
attendants leave Eva’s funeral, the “black people from up in the Bottom enter with
hooded hearts and filed eyes to sing ‘Shall we Gather at the River’ over the curved earth
that cut them off from the most magnificent hatred they had ever known” (173). Despite
their magnificent hatred for Sula, or perhaps because of it, the townspeople gather for
their ritual of singing “Shall we Gather at the River.” This plays a crucial role in the
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community, both in unifying its residents and honoring the life of the recently deceased.
As they sing, the song’s significance continues to grow clearer: “Their question clotted
the October air, Shall We Gather at the River? The beautiful, beautiful river? Perhaps
Sula answered them even then, for it began to rain, and the women ran in tiny leaps
through the grass for fear their straightened hair would beat them home” (173). For the
first time, Sula answers a call to the river, one that she has been avoiding her entire life,
even into her death. But Sula’s answer, the rain that sends the women scattering,
indicates that her answer is no, they should not gather at the river, as she sends the
women running home, away from the river.
Even after Sula’s death, she is still Shadrack’s other half; in the final scene, when
Sula is present, Shadrack is also present. He passes Nel as she’s leaving the funeral and
stops, “trying to remember where he has seen her before,” but “the effort of recollection
was too much for him and he moved on” (173). Shadrack is no longer dwelling on his
past trauma or memories. He continues to “move on,” and in this final moment with
Shadrack, we also get more closure. His circular patterns of visiting the river have
stopped: “He hadn’t sold fish in a long time now. The river had killed them all. No more
silver-gray flashes, no more flat, wide, unhurried look. No more slowing down of gills.
No more tremor on the line” (174). In a literal sense, we can conclude that Shadrack no
longer visits the river. But in an abstract sense, phrases like “no more silver-gray flashes”
and “no more tremor” could refer to his PTSD and fear of uncertainty. After so many
years of revisiting his memories and trauma on the river, it seems he has finally achieved
the solace and stability he was looking for. This is further evidenced by the fact that he is
on his way to a different job, “hauling trash out at Sunnydale,” which indicates two
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important things: 1. He is no longer dependent on the river for every facet of his life, and
2. He is an active, participating member of society. As the novel ends, it is Shadrack who
continues walking away while Nel finds herself in the midst of “circles and circles of
sorrow.” Whereas Shadrack has broken the cyclical pattern of revisiting his trauma on the
river, Nel seems to be in the middle of it.
The question, “Shall we gather at the river?” is complicated for black Americans.
Historically, there have been too many contradicting accounts to provide a definitive
answer. Crossing the Ohio symbolized freedom, while going back down the Mississippi
meant servitude, both of which are ideas we see commonly in folktales, including
Margaret Garner’s story. In Sula, the characters answer this question in different ways.
For Shadrack, “gathering at the river” is a necessary ritual that helps him cope with his
PTSD and eventually move past it. But for Sula, the river is a site to avoid because its
memories are too painful. Ultimately, though, it is clear that the trauma of being black in
America requires some type of coping mechanism, whether it is depending on a river or
sharing folktales to make sense of the surrounding violence and injustice. Morrison
doesn’t provide us with a definitive answer of how to do this, but she does highlight the
possibilities by presenting the river alongside the folktales she integrates. For many of us,
the original spiritual, “Shall We Gather at the River?” means something. Whether it was a
church hymn or it was sung absentmindedly by our mothers and grandmothers, it has
maintained a presence in the lives of many black Americans. I believe that the last verse
of the song not only answers the question, but highlights the hope for persevering that
many black Americans have felt, shared, and expressed through this song: “Soon we’ll
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reach the silver river/Soon our pilgrimage will cease/Soon our happy hearts will
quiver/With the melody of peace.”
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Coda
When Beyoncé dropped her “Formation” music video, just ahead of the release of
her visual album Lemonade in 2016, it was met with awe, high-praise, and countless
think pieces. The video, set in New Orleans, tackled controversial topics that most pop
stars would shy away from. “Formation” features images of black life, black churches,
resistance, natural hair, empowerment, and most important for this dissertation, flooding
and water. The video opens to an image of Beyoncé crouching atop a New Orleans police
car, as it is sinking into the surrounding flood.

Figure 6.1: Still shot from Beyoncé’s music video for “Formation.”

The foreground of the image forces us to consider the interconnectedness of institutional
sources of discrimination, like the police force, as well as natural sources of danger, such
as Hurricane Katrina—which she so clearly references here—and the flooding
Mississippi. In the picture’s background we see a flooded neighborhood, serving as a
reminder of how black neighborhoods are disproportionately impacted by flooding, and
after Katrina, they were virtually forgotten. Interestingly, though, Beyoncé is situated
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atop the police car, posing as though she is taking a picture with her friends, looking calm
and collected. It is a powerful pose; it is as though she is not simply fighting back against
these forces, but she is taking them down. The first verse of the song confirms this
attitude as she sings, “My daddy Alabama/ Momma Louisiana/ You mix that negro with
that Creole, make a Texas Bama/ I like my baby heir with baby hair and afro/ I like my
negro nose with Jackson 5 nostrils.” She takes pride in her blackness; she creates an
empowering anthem for black women that celebrates features, such as baby hairs, that are
traditionally dismissed (or occasionally appropriated) by white Eurocentric beauty
standards.The lyrics coupled with the imagery send a message of resistance that doesn’t
simply acknowledge a history of oppression, but confronts and challenges it.
Beyoncé’s integration of Hurricane Katrina and flood imagery is more than a
passing reference; it is a political statement that demands accountability from local, state,
and national bodies of power, from the police officers who use excessive force to FEMA
whose racist practices notoriously overlooked constituents of poor, black
neighborhoods.61 The flood and water imagery are revisited throughout the music video
almost as if to remind us that the problems she is responding to aren’t going anywhere;
just as the Mississippi has continuously reasserted itself into black life, so too have racial
violence and structural inequality. The beauty of “Formation,” though, is that it presents
an intricate network of black lived experience that honors the beauty of black people,
takes pride in community, and offers resistance as an answer to these cyclical, pervasive
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Peter Moskowitz’s How to Kill a City chronicles gentrification and economic inequality in New Orleans,
Detroit, San Francisco, and New York. Interestingly, though, much of the gentrification in New Orleans
hinges on the displacement of black families post-Hurricane Katrina. Moskowitz explains that as these
families were overburdened with paperwork and overlooked by FEMA in favor of more wealthy
neighborhoods, as developers moved into their neighborhoods and used the hurricane’s destruction as an
opportunity for “economic revitalization.”
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problems. There is, of course, much to be said about the complexities of “Formation” and
the many topics Beyoncé addresses in the video. But if we are to consider the Mississippi
River as a focal point of analysis in “Formation,” we are reminded of its long-lasting
legacy, the way it has extended to current day, and the ways in which black artists are
still working through that history. In many ways, “Formation” is a modern-day account
of the Mississippi River’s role in black life; it is a testimony to the complicated feelings
and relationships we have with its history and spatiality.
Beyoncé isn’t the only contemporary artist who references the Mississippi River;
rather, it has been featured with increasing regularity in contemporary pop culture and
art. St. Joseph Plantation, located right on the Mississippi River in Vacherie, Louisiana,
has become a prime filming location for popular movies and tv shows. The plantation and
surrounding landscape are featured in films, such as 12 Years a Slave and Mudbound, and
has appeared in tv shows, such as Queen Sugar and Underground. In all of these films,

Figure 6.2: Still shot of the Mississippi River from McQueen’s 12 Years a Slave.

the Mississippi looms large in the background. 12 Years a Slave particularly stands out in
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its ability to present visuals of both the southern landscape and the horrors of slavery
simultaneously. Director Steve McQueen juxtaposes beautiful shots of the Mississippi
River (see Figure 6.2 above) and the surrounding landscape with scenes of extreme
physical abuse, illustrating how the institution of slavery is inextricable from the
landscape itself. In 12 Years a Slave, we are able to visualize the reciprocal relationship
between white wealth, enslavement, suffering, and the land. In Figure 6.3 below, for
example, we can see the giant planation in the background and we must confront the fact
that it is the forced labor in the foreground which made the creation and sustaining of the
plantation possible.

Figure 6.3: Still from 12 Years a Slave featuring the St. Joseph Plantation.

Throughout the film, both the Mississippi River and St. Joseph Plantation are sites of
slavery that invoke the long oppressive histories attached to those geographic locations
alongside Solomon Northup’s narrative. The audience is forced to think about more than
just the institution of slavery alone; we must also confront the ways in which the
landscape both empowered that institution, or alternatively, offered an escape route for
enslaved workers seeking the path north to freedom.
While I only address two representations of the Mississippi in pop culture here, it
is important to note that these are not isolated. R&B singer Leon Bridges sings about the
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Mississippi in his song, “Better Man.” Beyoncé revisits the Mississippi River in her
visual album Lemonade. In addition, artist Alison Saar’s installation, Breach, which was
featured in the University of Kentucky Art Museum in 2017, included a range of 2D and
3D pieces meant to illustrate the impact of the Mississippi River Flood of 1927 on black
Americans. I list these contemporary artistic representations here as a way of concluding
that our relationship with the Mississippi River is still evolving. Contemporary
representations of the Mississippi River in pop culture indicate two important things: 1.
We haven’t forgotten that history. The Mississippi River is still a cultural and geographic
landmark that holds hundreds of years of memories. 2. We are still attempting to process
and make sense of that history, and literature and art provide an ideal space to do that. I
believe that as we continue to reconcile our history with feelings of belonging and
nostalgia, such representations will continue to grow. Moreover, the Mississippi River
continues to reassert itself into our lives to this day. Since I began this project in 2015,
the Mississippi has reached historic levels of flooding two different times—once in 2017,
and again in 2019. The 2019 Mississippi Flood surpassed the Great Flood of 1993,
breaking records in both duration and volume. While the US government no longer forces
black men to work on levees or clean up post-flood, it is still true that poor, black
neighborhoods are most likely to be affected by natural disasters. With that in mind, it
seems inevitable that artists and writers will continue working through their feelings
toward the river in their own artistic production.
When I started this dissertation, I wanted to know: What does the Mississippi
mean to the black community today? The answer, in short, is that it means a lot of
different things, some of which are contradictory and some of which are still evolving.
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One certainty we can take away, though, is that the Mississippi holds memories, feelings,
and experiences that are simultaneously individual and communal. It is also clear that,
even though the Mississippi played a dangerous, harmful role in slavery, which continued
to impact the black community for years to come, it has also become a source of
empowerment. It is a geographical location that artists signify on to tell their own stories
in a powerful way. Examining representations of the Mississippi in literature, music, and
art from the 19th century to today not only provides insight into the river’s history and
role in black life, but it also presents a clear evolution in the way people talk about the
river. Over time, it has become more complex: the Mississippi isn’t simply good or bad,
but rather, there is a range of complicated affective connections attached to it. There is
not one single feeling or narrative about the Mississippi; a wide variety of narratives
about the river exist through the 20th century and beyond.
I began this dissertation by outlining the history of the Mississippi River in order
to demonstrate how it has been a site of trauma, suffering, and abuse for hundreds of
years. I’d like to end by concluding that the various artistic representations discussed here
suggest that the Mississippi River is also a site of perseverance and liberation. If the
Mississippi carries the blood of slavery, so too does it carry the new meanings that so
many artists have attached to it throughout the 20th century to the present. The
Mississippi River continues to be a locus of black history, lived experience, and affect. It
does not simply hold oppression and pain in its waters; it holds nostalgic oral histories,
newfound meanings, and empowering reconstructions. Through all of these artistic
productions, we can see how the soul of Black America “has grown deep” like the
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Mississippi River, and the historical, social, and affective ties between them are “ancient
as the world and older than the flow of human blood in human veins.”
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